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Chapter One – Count of Chazantria
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Smoke drifted across the grassland, rising up and over the low rolling hills that framed a wide plain. The screams of the wounded and dying echoed across the battlefield. The clash of arms, metal on metal, pierced the air. Rain was falling and the field was a quagmire. The centre was a morass of infantry locked in hand-to-hand combat, fighting not just each other but the mud as well. The mud was such that skill at keeping one’s feet had become more important than skill at arms. Soldiers drowned as their opponents wrestled them to the ground and forced their faces into muddy puddles, holding them down until their legs stopped kicking.

The crush in the centre was terrible. It seemed incongruous to those fighting to be so compressed together in the wide-open expanse of the Great Steppe. Not that many had time to think. Their task was simple: stab, cut, slash, punch, repeat. The first sound that stood out was not the shouts of men or the clash of swords, but the grinding of metal on metal, a slow piercing screech as armoured soldier struggled with opponent, hand to hand and body to body. The second was the sucking of boots pulling free from thick mud as the winner moved onto their next victim only a step away. 

Spears were pointless at this range, as were the great broad swords still carried by some Sevains, swung in wide circles and a relic from the old way of war. A weapon that granted a fighter space was no use here. Short swords, daggers, single-handed axes, and stubby maces were what worked in this slaughter. 

The two groups of soldiers were similar in appearance and dress; it was hard for them to tell friend from foe. Some wore tabards and badges to indicate their affiliation, but most did not. Still, those on the seething frontlines seemed to have some unconscious sense of which side they were on.

On the low hills above the battle, Kyrian Slayer, Count of Chazantria, sat watching the carnage impassively. His cold blue eyes barely moved as he surveyed the scene. The warrior’s long black hair had been tied up with a leather thong in the manner of the steppe nomads. His head was uncovered so his men could see his face. He sat on the back of a hadan. The man-high lizard was a giant by the standards of its species. Its skin was a mottled collection of oranges and browns that stood out from the other, more usual, greenish hadan that surrounded it. Perhaps the creature was some hybrid, an outlandish mix of hadan and huffrin. 

A dozen or so knights sat upon these lizards, fighting to control the truculent creatures as they snapped and bit at each other. Their lord’s lizard seemed unaffected, too afraid or too respectful of its master to risk raising his ire. The knights’ appearance differed from their Kanath count with his dark hair and pale complexion. Most were Sevains, white-skinned humans with hair the yellow of straw, partially concealed in conical metal helms. They wore chainmail covering the upper body, and simple leather breaches. Only one looked like his master and dressed in a similar fashion. His armour was a leather coat, covered with metal scales that stretched to the top of his knee-high boots. He was tall but rangy rather than hulking like Kyrian, his features still chiselled as he approached his fortieth year. His long black hair, showing hints of grey, was similarly tied up in a topknot. Unlike the Sevains, his head was uncovered. Marcus Romanch was a Kangorner and, indeed, a Lord of Kangorn. Not that the city on the Rock mattered much to him: it was on this battlefield that his wealth and position would be made. 

“They have sent in their reserve,” Kyrian observed.

The Lord of House Romanch surveyed the battlefield. The count was right; five hundred warriors were charging from a wooded outcrop to the east. They had thought to hide themselves there, but it was autumn, and the vegetation was already starting to thin, so only the evergreen spruce provided some cover. It had concealed their exact number but not their presence. 

“Shall we deploy our own reserve force?” asked a knight flanking Kyrian. 

Marcus gave a smile at that. Very sensible; very traditional, he thought. Not how Kyrian worked. 

The Slayer was staring intently at the slaughter before him. His timing had to be exact: the enemy’s reserve had to be committed so it could not change course, but not fully engaged or he would risk the lives of too many of his own men. 

“My lord, the reserve?” pressed the knight, alarmed. 

The Haydroners had almost reached the melee at the centre of the field. Kyrian waved his comment away irritably with a gloved fist.

“Now, Marcus,” the Slayer ordered. 

The Lord of House Romanch’s hand dropped as a pre-arranged signal. A small group of soldiers stood on a nearby hillock, holding a large collection of coloured flags. Two of them stepped forward and each waved a pair of red and blue flags, large enough to be seen across the whole battlefield. Looks of confusion passed across the knights’ faces. This was not the signal to the reserve. It was not any of the signals that had been agreed before the battle. 

Moments later, cavalry appeared in the distance; they had been hidden in the lee of a small hill. They were moving fast, their mounts bounding across the open plain towards the charging Haydroners. The reserve had just made contact with the main formation in the centre, plunging into the bloodshed. Given time, their numbers should have allowed them to overwhelm Kyrian’s soldiers. They did not see the approaching cavalry, but shouts started to rise from those to the rear of the attacking reserve, not yet committed to the fight. They could see the threat. 

The Haydron commanders discounted the risk from cavalry. The few hadan-mounted knights that Kyrian’s army had were on the far side of the battle around him, and no direct threat to the reserve, given the slow speed at which the lizards moved. The bird-like iribis, used as a mount for light cavalry, were common elsewhere but a rarity on the steppe. The wide-open nature of the terrain made the normally skittish creatures uncontrollable. Only one creature on the steppe moved at that speed: the oradar, a giant cat, five feet high at the shoulder and wide enough and strong enough to carry a man. Their fur was a variety of colours ranging from a pale brown to almost black. 

“Fal’Gar, Lord Kyrian!” a knight with the Slayer shouted, tension clear in his voice. 

Kyrian said nothing; he just continued to watch. Another broad smile had broken across Marcus’ face. He knew the Count of Haydron and his men were likely to be as surprised as Kyrian’s lords. Only one people rode oradar: the Gar, specifically the Fal’Gar, the ancient people of the steppe. Shorter and stockier than the Gar found to the south, they were still taller and thinner than humans. Their features were sharp and angular and their yellow skin was tanned to a dark brown by a lifetime riding across the windswept grassland. They lacked the translucent agelessness of their southern cousins, but it would have been impossible for anyone looking at them to decide which of them were old or young. 

They wore coats of leather, covered with metal scales of alcidide, the Gar metal, stronger than steel, that never rusted. They sat in high-backed saddles, allowing them to manoeuvre their mounts with their legs alone and to fire their compound bows from the saddle. The bows were made of horn and wood glued together and reversed against the natural curve of the wood to create even more strain. An arrow from their bows could punch through almost any armour. A sheet of arrows was already falling from the cat riders upon the hapless reserve soldiery of the army of Haydron. 

The Fal’Gar swept around in a large curve, circumnavigating the centre of the battle, keeping up a constant rain of arrows. A hundred yards out, the eighty or so Gar riders stowed their bows into specially designed wooden containers on the front of their saddles and unslung lances strapped to their saddles behind their backs. The lances were six feet long, with dark iron points and a counterbalance iron weight at the other end. Fifty yards out, the Haydroners broke and ran – not only the reserve, but also their main strength. They had heard the shouts and screams of panic and decided they too wanted to be anywhere else but here. 

The oradar cavalry caught the fleeing rear and set about it with lances. Giant cats batted men dead with a single swipe of their paws. 

“Signal do not pursue!” Kyrian shouted. 

Marcus looked to relay the order, but the flag wavers had already heard it and were busy with the combination of yellow and black flags that signalled the recall. 

The Haydroners were fleeing to the east towards the collection of tents and fires that made up their camp. Kyrian’s Chazantrian soldiers were milling around, watching their opponents flee as their commanders did their best to calm their animal spirits. This was helped by the block of Fal’Gar cavalry, which was partly interposing themselves between the two groups of Sevains. But this had created a new tension: the Fal’Gar had not been particularly careful about which Sevains they had killed. While their victims had largely been the Count of Haydron’s men, a few of Kyrian’s had shared their fate. The lack of heraldry among the two sides meant that such confusion was inevitable, but it only added to the historical antipathy between the Sevains and the Fal’Gar that went back centuries. 

The Fal’Gar leader saw the problem and signalled to one of his riders. The Gar raised a long copper horn, a vertical tube ending in an open-mouthed falcon head. He blew a long keening blast that shrieked across the battlefield, making the humans present shiver. It was a common sound for them to hear before a Fal’Gar raid. The oradar riders pulled their mounts around and, avoiding the main body of Kyrian’s force, padded off in the direction of the hill from which the Count of Chazantria was watching the confrontation. 

“We could have run them down!” exclaimed Marcus, indicating the retreating Haydroners. 

“I want to negotiate with Radnor Callico, not destroy him,” observed Kyrian. “He’s lost enough that he will talk now, but not so much that he will skulk behind the walls of Haydron. If Haydron is closed, then we’ll never get the harvest surplus off the steppe. Then we all lose.”

Marcus nodded his understanding. Kangorn depended on the farmland to feed the city. Almost all of those crops passed through Haydron. There were only a few beaches along the coast that could be used to land on, but loading a ship from them would be onerous. Loading the number of ships that usually traded the Haydron to Kangorn route would be impossible without a proper harbour, and that only Haydron possessed. 

Kyrian gave his hadan a light kick and the beast started to move slowly forward down from the crest of the low hill. Marcus and the other assembled lords followed their count, wending their way down to the plain below. The oradar-mounted Fal’Gar had left the slower-moving infantry behind them and now approached Kyrian’s group. The knights hefted their weapons as subtly as possible, readying themselves for combat, while trying to appear outwardly peaceful. There was no trust between the humans of the steppe and the Gar. The Fal’Gar were equally tense, watching the lizard-mounted warriors warily. They may have had the numbers in a confrontation at this moment, but the battle-weary infantry was closing the gap to their rear. Kyrian, by contrast, seemed unaware or at least indifferent to the tension filling the air. 

“Well met, Falthar of the Skyriders,” Kyrian saluted the Gar leader, choosing Westerly, the trade tongue. Westerly was a variant of Nerlinean with many words imported from both the Sevain and Kanath languages. It passed for a common language for those who traded around the Nerlinean Ocean.

“Kyrian Slayer,” Falthar replied with the barest nod of his head. 

Marcus was on edge, searching for meaning in Falthar’s expressionless face. If Kyrian felt similar concern, he did not show it. To Marcus, the Slayer appeared nonplussed. 

“Would you join us for dinner?” Kyrian enquired of the Gar. 

Falthar’s face broke into an uncharacteristic smile at that. “We could all eat,” he laughed. 

His humour was infectious – at least to his own people, who joined in their leader’s merriment. It seemed odd on their normally phlegmatic faces. The Sevains did not join in the laughter, but the tension in the air relaxed a little. Weapons were grasped less tightly, and hands slipped from sword hilts back to saddle pommels. 

Kyrian turned his hadan around, steering the irritable giant lizard in the direction of the camp, which lay out of sight hidden by the hills. The knights followed, still nervous at presenting their rear to the mounted Gar. The Skyriders dropped in beside them, the cats loping alongside the slow-moving lizards, visibly holding themselves back from overtaking. They had no desire to arrive at the camp first and alarm those protecting it. The infantry trailed behind. 

The battle had lasted into late afternoon. Kyrian was pleased it had ended when it did, as night could come quickly in autumn this far north. No one wanted to fight in the dark or, for that matter, over multiple days. Such fights were messy, with high casualties and uncertain outcomes. It was cleaner and easier to get it all done in one day. 

It had been nearly five years ago since Kyrian Slayer had come north to the steppe, not long after his colleague Balinor Slayer had become Prince of Kangorn. He had brought a few soldiers and more gold and started to carve out his own territory on the western fringes of the sea of grass. The Great Steppe framed the north of the Nerlinean Ocean connecting the Nerlinean Empire in the east to the kingdoms of the west. Chazantria, an ancient name going back centuries, lay on the far west of the rolling grasslands where they met the lofty Daldara Mountain Range. Those peaks ran from the Nerlinean Ocean north into the icy wastes, where nothing but the hardiest beasts could survive for long. The main pass through the south of the range was the great fortress city of Hambledon. It had fallen to the Sevain tribes three centuries ago. Most of them had migrated south seeking better land, warmer climes, and to escape the constant raiding of the steppe.

A few had remained, clinging as they had done for centuries to the coast, where the windswept grasslands gave way to a land marked by low hills and small forests. This provided enough arable land to allow them to create their own agricultural communities. The only city on the steppe was Haydron, a small port surrounding the long coast’s only natural harbour of any size. For as long as anyone could remember, the Counts of Haydron had laid claim to rule all the Sevains on the steppe, but in truth the territory was split into dozens of lordships, their borders fluctuating with wars, deaths and marriages. The real power of the Counts of Haydron ran only a little further than the fields that surrounded its city walls. 

It was into this fractious environment that Kyrian had arrived, cutting deals with lords who needed money, buying crop surpluses to sell in Kangorn, and supporting the right lord in battle against the weaker opponent. The Romanchs, like several Lords of Kangorn, had for nearly a century ruled their own small swathe of territory here, paying deference if not allegiance to the Count of Haydron. Marcus could not really explain how a merchant company like the Company of Slayers, who had arrived apparently keen on trade, had instead in five years become a military force strong enough to challenge the Count of Haydron. For it was the forces of Haydron and their allies that they had just butchered on the field behind them.

Kyrian was a strong warrior, but more importantly an inspiring general, and each small battle had gone his way. Each victory brought more Sevain lords flocking to his banner. Marcus had seen which way the wind was blowing and thrown in his lot with Kyrian Slayer. His reward had been to already double his existing territorial holdings, and if today went the right way, as seemed likely, he would gain more. This battle had not been about conquest: Kyrian had no intention of besieging Haydron and laying waste to it. He did not have the soldiers to do that. Besides, he did not want to offend the Great Khan of the Mourn Horde, the ruler of everyone on the steppe. 

The Slayer Count declared a victory on his return to camp, receiving roars of acclaim from the camp followers and those who had taken part in the fighting. The Gar had watched the celebration with the same detached disinterest that their kind seemed to treat everything.

Kyrian had ordered a number of adunel to be slaughtered, spitted and roasted to reward his followers. The giant bovines moved in small herds across the western reaches of the steppe, and were rare enough that their meat and leather were highly prized. No one had succeeded in fully domesticating the lumbering creatures, leaving the giant lizards – the huffrin and the hadan – as the beasts of burden and cavalry mount of choice for most. The giant cats of the Fal’Gar were unique to the ancient people of the steppe, and no human or Mourn had ever been able to ride them. The Mourn, like the Sevains and the Samath, rode hadan. 

It was late in the evening when the Count of Haydron arrived. Night had fallen, cloud obscured the stars and Galvia’s moons were dark. The camp comprised a number of large round tents; yurts built of wooden frames, covered with huffrin leather and adunel hide. Kyrian’s tent was at the centre with the rest in concentric circles around. A wide alleyway ran from a wooden gate through the tents to Kyrian’s yurt. The wooden gate was an ornament; there was no rampart, no pitching of stakes or digging of a boundary ditch as there would be in a Nerlinean legionary camp. There was little enough wood on the steppe as it was. 

The main thoroughfare was lined with braziers that guttered with flame from animal fat, throwing out a baleful orange light across the camp as well as a reeking stench, as the fat was often very old. Cookfires had been set up in the centre of the road, side by side, over which great chunks of adunel flesh were being roasted. The pleasant aroma of cooking meat offset the rancid stink from the braziers. 

Kyrian sat in a curule chair placed in front of his tent. A number of rugs had been spread out on the ground, of bright red and orange patterns, although they looked almost black in the half dark. Marcus, Kyrian’s lords and three Gar, one male and two female, sat cross-legged on the rugs, each holding a wooden plate laden with meat from the spits. The leaders of the Haydroners had come on hadanback. Radnor Callico led the way, followed by half a dozen knights. Behind them came another thirty men on foot. The Count of Haydron and his knights dismounted their lizards, tossing the reins to the accompanying infantrymen. 

The Slayer assessed the Count of Haydron as he progressed through the gate towards Kyrian’s tent. He was of medium height and lean. Long blond hair hung loose around his neck, and his beard had been trimmed to frame his angular face. His eyes, indeed his whole face, looked weary, giving him the appearance of a man in his late forties, ten years older than he actually was. Life on the steppe was hard and being a ruler here was even harder. Kyrian wondered if the last five years of war had resulted in a similar impact on his own features. It had been a long time since he had seen his own reflection in a surface good enough to allow him to tell the difference. 

The Haydroners arrived at the edge of the rug, seemingly unconcerned to be in their enemy’s camp. Laws of hospitality ran deep in the grasslands among people of the same race. 

“My lord Radnor, welcome,” Kyrian said politely. “Would you join us for food?”

“I can eat,” the Count of Haydron grunted. “Your hospitality is welcome, my lord.”

And there it was – the formula of words that meant there would be no killing tonight. 

The Slayer signalled to his men to bring Radnor a chair. A curule chair similar to Kyrian’s was brought forward and placed at the edge of the rugs. The Count of Haydron took a seat and a plate of meat was brought for him. He drew a knife and hungrily attacked the food. His accompanying knights took places cross-legged on the rugs and they too were brought plates of food and tankards of beer. The two groups watched each other and their lords warily. This was how it worked on the Steppe, at least among the Sevains, where rulers negotiated in front of their lords and knights. The Sevains who had crossed the mountains into the lands of the Kanath had adopted the more despotic rulership methods of those they had conquered. 

Kyrian said nothing, but continued to eat. He wanted Radnor to make the first move. 

“I saw you wrestle once.” Radnor’s tone was that of a man making polite small talk. 

“Really? Where?” Kyrian’s interest was genuinely piqued. 

“Hambledon. Perhaps a decade ago. I was visiting the prince; I was not count then. You would have been a teenager.”

“A long time ago,” mused the Slayer. 

“Kyrian of Kilon you were called then, if I recall correctly. Now you are Kyrian Slayer, Count of Chazantria. A Kanath ruling Sevains instead of being ruled by them.”

So that was where Radnor was going, thought Kyrian. Appealing to the racial prejudices of his followers. The problem for the Count of Haydron was that, despite his Kanath ancestry and appearance, Kyrian had been brought up a Sevain. While his mother had taught Kyrian and his sister Dryana the old ways of the Kanath faith, they had also attended the church of the Sevain One-god, Caon. Kyrian had grown up speaking Sevain and been educated in the school of the Sevain church. After three hundred years of conquest, most of Kanath ancestry who lived in the four Sevain principalities to the south of the Daldara Mountains considered themselves Sevain. Kyrian had little interest in gods or tribes, and he did not think of himself as anything but Kyrian Slayer, but to his followers he could appear as much a Sevain as they were, as long he kept from voicing some of his more Kanath thoughts.

Kyrian said nothing, continuing to switch between watching the Count of Haydron and looking down to stab at his meat. He did not want to turn this into a confrontation. 

Radnor realized he was getting no traction, so he tried another tack. 

“I see you, Falthar of the Skyriders. What causes you to throw in your lot with the Slayers?” asked the count, trying to sound jovial. 

The Gar looked up; a small smile played across his lips. He raised his hand and made a rubbing gesture with his thumb and forefinger. 

“So, money,” grunted the count. “You seem to have much of that, Lord Kyrian.”

He turned back, his eyes resting on the Count of Chazantria. “One wonders if what you are buying in the steppe is worth the expense?”

He’s fishing, thought Kyrian, trying to keep his amusement from reaching his face, though he had expressed the same sentiment to Saliana when she had first formulated this plan five years ago. 

“I wish to confirm where the border between the County of Haydron and the County of Chazantria is,” said Kyrian, done playing now. 

“Borders mean little on the steppe,” replied Radnor. 

This elicited a chuckle from those seated on the carpet on all sides. 

“Then you won’t mind if it runs from the Rocks of Chaldor in a straight line south to the coast at the Headland of Mardin,” responded Kyrian.

He had chosen physical locations rather than villages or hamlets to delineate the border, as even among the more settled, agricultural people of the western steppe, settlements tended to move decade to decade, even year to year. In the western grasslands the only constant was the port city of Haydon itself. 

“That’s a third of my county west of the city!” roared Radnor. 

“Calm, my dear Radnor; I haven’t finished yet,” continued Kyrian. “All agricultural trade goods from the lands of Chazantria to be custom-duty-free through the port of Haydron.”

“What?” Radnor barked angrily. 

The Count of Haydron was raging inside, but he was also using his anger to give him time to think. “So, I give up land or I give up money?” Radnor demanded. 

“I don’t recall phrasing it as an either/or. I want both.” Kyrian’s tone was sharp. 

“I can cut your access to the ocean trade. I can close Haydron to you,” threatened Radnor. 

The seated men and the three Gar watched the battle. All had much to lose if this went to a protracted conflict. Both counts were under pressure. Their warriors wanted this settled tonight. 

“You can hold up in your city if you wish, but it will cost you all of Haydron. We have the forces to besiege and take your port if we need to. I have seen a city fall before; I have no desire to see it again,” countered Kyrian. 

The Slayer had been in Las Ma when the “city that could never be conquered” had fallen to the Sevain forces of the Prince of Setsonia, the Earl of Allakor and the Temple of Caon. The death and destruction had been seared into his memory, though he had escaped before the real slaughter and misery had begun. Had he seen that, then maybe the ever-reluctant Kyrian would not have threatened a siege. In truth, he lacked the forces to conduct a siege, but he knew the Count of Haydron had to weigh not only the forces before him but also the potential support of the wider Company of Slayers and possibly even the Prince of Kangorn. 

“These men have been promised land.” Kyrian’s hand swept across the knights seated on the carpet in front of him. “I would hate to disappoint them.”

“I may be able to concede on the territory, but I cannot compensate my followers for their lost land if I have no money,” the Count of Haydron replied. “Besides, I care little if your followers are disappointed.”

“You started a war, you lost it. You will give us territory.” Kyrian’s voice was as cold as ice. 

“You began this conflict, Slayer, not me. You think we in the north are stupid. We see your plans and machinations,” Radnor spat. 

“You can lose something, my lord, or you can lose it all. Time to choose.” Kyrian was mocking, his eyes boring into the Count of Haydron. 

“You can have the land, but the custom duty stays,” Radnor muttered angrily. 

“Half duty,” Kyrian countered, but his mind seemed elsewhere. He was no longer looking at Radnor, but over his shoulder towards the ceremonial gate.

“Agreed,” Radnor replied, not realizing he had lost Kyrian’s attention. 

Kyrian was watching as three hadan progressed down the camp’s centre aisle before fanning out to move three abreast towards the seated lords. Two moved to the right of the cooking spits, the third to the left. Men and women scattered from around the spits into the area around the yurts that lined each side of the thoroughfare. Spears were being grasped; swords grabbed up. The hospitable nature of the camp had suddenly turned more wary. 

Kyrian stood up and felt a lurching in his stomach, the closest he ever got to fear. The hadan riders were much too tall to be human and far too heavily proportioned to be Gar, who avoided riding the lumbering beasts anyway. All the steppe warriors on the carpet were on their feet, hands resting on weapons yet undrawn. Even the Fal’Gar looked nervous. 

The riders were Mourn. Each of the three cleared seven feet in height, making them look outsized for the hadan they rode. They were twice the width of a normal man. They wore long coats of leather armour that reached to their ankles, studded with steel ringlets. They wore pointed helmets with a face guard of chainmail and leather, leaving only their wide brow ridges and dark eyes showing. Kyrian knew what they looked like under those helms: skin the colour of light brown leather and as tough, lank black or dark brown hair. Pointed ears like a Gar, but small and flattened against the head, disproportionately small for their bulky frame.

The three pulled to a halt before the assembled lords of Haydron and Chazantria. The leader did not dismount, but instead looked down on them from his imperious position and removed his helm, resting it on the pommel of his high ridged saddle. The hadan pawed truculently at the ground, fetching the beast a heavy swat from its master. His face looked like Kyrian had expected, but it was heavily scarred, and the Slayer realized that the Mourn was missing his right eye. The Mourn eyed the men and Gar contemptuously.

“I am Harkon Lan, herald to his imperial majesty Lak Bok, Great Khan of the Mourn, Overlord of the Great and Mourn Steppes and Conqueror of Havagia. You are summoned to bring your banners three months hence to the slopes of the Mountain of the Moon.”

The Mourn drew out a small flat piece of white-painted wood on which was carved a series of letters and numbers in black. He tossed this to the Count of Haydron, who caught it. 

“You are summoned, Radnor Callico, Count of Haydron,” said Harkon Lan. 

He pulled out another wooden chit and tossed it in the direction of the leader of the Fal’Gar, who plucked it from the air. He did not look happy. 

“You are summoned, Falthar Mrignandor, Chief of the Skyriders,” the Mourn intoned. 

Harkon pulled a third wooden chit from his leather sack and tossed it towards Kyrian. The Slayer made no move to catch it, letting it fall on the carpet at his feet. If the Mourn recognized this as insubordination, they gave no indication.

“You are summoned, Kyrian Slayer, Count of Chazantria.”

The Mourn turned his lizard with a yank of his reins. Its tail swept round, sending a spit containing one of the roasting adunel crashing and embers from the fire skittering across the carpet. 

Kyrian watched the three Mourn go before picking up the chit. 

“What does this mean?” Kyrian addressed his question to Falthar. 

“It means we are going to war.” The reply came from Radnor, a look of sadness on his face. 

“With whom?” 

“With whomever the Great Khan chooses,” Falthar replied. 

The Haydroners were turning to leave. 

“We have a deal?” demanded Kyrian of the Count of Haydron. 

The count gave him a look as if such things mattered little. 

“Callico, we have a deal,” demanded Kyrian rudely. 

The count laughed. “For all it matters, Kyrian of Chazantria, we have a deal.” Radnor sounded weary.

Radnor turned and stalked through the scattered embers of the fire, leading his men to the gate. 

Kyrian watched as they mounted their hadan and disappeared into the night. 

“I don’t suppose we can ignore this?” Kyrian held up the chit towards the Gar leader. 

“If you do, the whole might of the Mourn Horde will fall upon you,” Falthar stated. 

Kyrian grunted acknowledgement of that. 

“Will you stay in our camp tonight?” asked Kyrian of the Gar. 

“Thank you, my lord, but no. You and I may be comfortable with our deal, but the enmity between my people and the Sevains goes back a long way. It is best we lodge in separate camps.” 

“My lord, a rider.” Marcus Romanch was pointing to the ceremonial gate. 

Kyrian looked up to see a thin figure on a brown striped oradar entering the camp. 

“One of yours?” he asked Falthar.

“No,” responded the Gar leader sharply, his hand falling to the scimitar at his side. 

The cat rider picked its way around the displaced fire and the tumbled carcass to stop before the Count of Chazantria and the Chief of the Skyriders. They were dressed in simple riding clothes: black leather trousers and a shirt of alcidide mail shining over a purple blouse. A wide-brimmed hat of grey felt rested on the rider’s head, and a dark purple scarf obscured their face. Slowly, the rider unwrapped the scarf, revealing her chiselled features, skin the pale white of polished bone, and tumbling white-blonde hair. She would have called herself Kanath, but something about her was not quite human: the hint of a point to the ears spoke of possible Gar ancestry. 

A broad smile broke across Kyrian’s face and warmth filled his heart. 

“Who are you, human?” demanded Falthar. 

What he saw was impossible: no human could ride an oradar, and it was a struggle for those Gar who were not of Fal’Dath. Yet here she sat, a human on an oradar, the binding of the saddle tied perfectly, her bearing as if she had been born in the saddle. 

“Who am I?” The woman’s bardic training allowed her to project her voice out across the camp. “I know you; you are Falthar Mrignandor, Dumech’Di’Fal’Gar,” she announced. 

The Gar licked his lips. That title was only used among the Fal’Gar and even then, not in such a public fashion. It was important that the people of the steppe believed that the Fal’Gar were split into tribes and did not look to a single war leader. It was what had saved them from total destruction during the Mourn conquest ten years past. Who was this woman to know such things? 

She whipped off her wide-brimmed hat. 

“I am Saliana Slayer.”
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Chapter Two – Prince Morianus
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The little boy stuck out his chin and gave his opponent a pugnacious glare. He waved his wooden short sword in front of him and tried unsuccessfully to mimic a fighter’s crouch. At four years old, Prince Morianus of Kangorn already believed himself to be a warrior. He favoured his mother, the Princess Ascrina, in terms of looks: pink-skinned, with a mop of light brown hair. 

The boy lunged out with his wooden weapon, trying to close the impossible gap to his opponent. Balinor Slayer sidestepped his infant son’s thrust, batting away the sword with his own wooden blade, trying to do it lightly enough so as not to unbalance the child. Balinor Slayer – or, as he was now called, Balinor Strabo-Slayer – was the ruling Prince of Kangorn, the island city founded by pirates over two hundred years ago. In the centuries since, it had become the focal place for merchants, mercenaries and competing nobles in the northern Nerlinean Ocean. The Prince of Kangorn himself was the epitome of average: a regular build topped by a short-cut bowl of brown hair. He was pale-skinned; the deep tan from his younger years in Las Ma to the south had faded as he spent more time in colder climes and, in recent years, less time outside or at sea. He could not speak to his heritage except to say he was from the west. He had been born a slave among the Kanath of Las Ma, but his ancestry could have been Kanath, Sevain, Delenor, or a mixture of some or all of them.

Balinor’s rise to rule the Rock had been a combination of his own scheming and that of many others, most notably his wife and co-ruler, Ascrina of House Strabo, the Princess of Kangorn. When the pair had taken the throne five years ago, she had been the last of the House of Strabo. Now there were four of them: Ascrina, her two children with Balinor, Morianus and Alisha, and of course the prince himself. He had taken the name of the royal house of Strabo, continuing its two-hundred-year control of the island city. To many, especially his enemies, he was Balinor Slayer of the Company of Slayers. His divided loyalties were still a subject of debate from the finest temple to the basest tavern. 

The child prince made another sweep of his blade at his father, the wild swing missing by a wide margin. Balinor assessed his son. The boy was getting tired; sweat ran down his forehead, the wooden sword he carried looked comical to the man, and for the child it must have felt like carrying a broadsword. 

“Balinor,” came a woman’s voice. 

The Prince of Kangorn immediately knew who it was: only one woman would dare call him by his given name. Mentally he amended that. There were two, but he would have known if the other was in the city. Even someone as close to him as Dryana would address him formally in public, if not always in private. The Mistress of the Slayers by comparison felt no such obligation.

“Put up your sword, boy,” he told his son. “Your mother wants me.”

The princeling stuck out his chin and pouted, but dropped his wooden weapon on the floor. He was not foolish enough to gainsay his father. 

Balinor turn and gave his wife an appraising look. She was beautiful. He had married her when she had been a pretty teenager, and he had been in his late twenties. At least that had been his best guess to his age, as the Kanath had never been overly concerned in remembering the exact age of their human livestock. Now the Princess of Kangorn was in her early twenties and had become even better looking as she matured into womanhood. She wore a long purple dress tied tightly with a gold belt. Her long black hair had been lifted into a complicated series of braids, which was the current fashion. On her right hip, she clasped a baby girl, their young daughter, the Princess Alisha. The child was howling mightily. The pair were flanked by a number of women of varying ages.

“Hello, my love.” Balinor gave his wife a slightly mocking bow. 

“Why are you wasting your time in the garden when there is work to do?” Ascrina demanded. 

The child was continuing to howl and wriggle, which made the already irritated princess even more enraged. She detached the child and dumped her into the arms of a woman to her right. “Go to Madri,” Ascrina instructed her daughter. 

A young woman, of similar age to her mistress but blonde-haired and blue-eyed, willingly accepted the child. Gwen was the child’s madri, a combination of wet nurse and nanny. The child started to nuzzle at the wet nurse’s breast, and before she could start screaming in frustration again, Gwen took position on a nearby stone bench and started to feed her. 

Balinor found it frustrating that Ascrina insisted on referring to Gwen by her position. ‘Madri’ could mean any of three people: either of the children’s nannies, or the older woman who had performed the same function for Ascrina. It was a habit that the Strabo family had brought west with them from the Nerlinean Empire. Balinor thought of the nurses to the two children by their names, Gwen and Andar. He thought of Ascrina’s own former nanny as Madri; if she had another name, he had never heard it. 

“Surely Droma could be doing this?” demanded the princess, waving her hand at the scene before her. 

Ascrina was referring to Captain Sliva Droma of the Prince’s Guard, the head of Kangorn’s limited military forces. 

“I can spend time teaching the boy,” Balinor replied testily. 

The prince found his wife’s disinterest in her own child odd and sometimes heartbreaking. Having been brought up with no memory of his own parents, he was particularly focused on spending time with his children. This confused his wife, who took the lessons from her own upbringing; she had been raised almost exclusively by servants even before her parents’ premature deaths.

“Morianus will be prince one day; he needs to learn to fight,” Balinor observed. 

Ascrina favoured her husband with a look that could be described as mildly contemptuous. “The new Samath ambassador is here, waiting in the great hall to present himself to us,” she announced. 

“I didn’t see him arrive,” replied Balinor, looking up at the gatehouse to the palace complex that rested at the top of the terraces as if even now the new ambassador was arriving instead of waiting in the great hall. 

“Well, you were busy trying not to lose a sword fight with a four-year-old.”

Ascrina’s waspish comment was not intended as a joke, but Balinor laughed anyway. The others surrounding them joined in, leaving the princess looking annoyed. 

“Get me a robe and my crown,” ordered Balinor, striding towards the palace. 

The prince’s palace was an ugly grey squat stone building. It rested on a low hill, the only real natural vantage point on the otherwise flat island. It loomed over the walled garden in which father and son had been practising. Balinor strode up stone steps that had been cut into the terraces that covered this side of the hill. He moved through the dark, forbidding, tunnel-like corridors of the palace, his wife and her followers struggling to keep up. 

“Where is that bloody robe?” he snapped.

A servant carrying a long scarlet coat with an embroidered gold edging rushed up panting. He held it out, trying to dress his lord. An annoyed Balinor snatched it off him and put it on himself. The servant then held out a small gold circlet. Balinor took that from him too and placed it on his head, but it was too large and slipped down until it rested behind his ears. The circlet had previously been worn by his predecessor, the late Prince Karden the third, Ascrina’s grandfather. He wore it rarely for official occasions and it had never occurred to the new ruler to have it resized. 

Balinor stalked through a small door in the side of the great hall that led down a small flight of steps to the rushes that covered the flagstone floor. A wooden platform was at the far end of the hall, below narrow windows that stabbed light in long fingers across the centre of the room. On the raised dais were two curule chairs. 

Balinor noted the three figures who stood in the centre of his hall. He passed around them, giving them plenty of space, before mounting the steps to the platform and seating himself in one of the curule chairs. Ascrina swept into the chamber behind him using the main entrance, rather than the smaller side door, before progressing up the hall and taking her seat next to her husband on the platform. 

The three Samath stood in the centre of the hall, one, clearly the leader, slightly forward of the other two. They were over seven feet in height and heavily built. Their scaly skin was dark green flecked with brown, and long snouts protruded from their ugly faces, long rows of white teeth adding to their forbidding visages. A pair of small horns tapered back from their heads behind their ears. The lead figure wore a dark purple robe over his intimidating frame. His two compatriots were dressed in long leather coats over which hung a round metal plate protecting the chest and stomach. Chainmail epaulets completed the protection. Conical helms that tapered to a spike were clasped in their hands in front of them. They carried no weapons: their scabbards were empty, their swords reluctantly surrendered to the Prince’s Guard at the gatehouse. 

Balinor might be a Kangorner now, he might rule the Rock as a Prince of the House Strabo, but to the Samath he was still a partner in the Company of Slayers. The Samath’s hatred for the Slayers dated back six years to the Battle of Syndion, when the Slayers, with Balinor’s full participation, had defeated a combined Samath force of soldiers, sailors and marines. The Samath military had sought to take control of the archipelago of Syndion in the south of the Nerlinean Ocean. The losses to the lizardmen had been substantial, running into the thousands – almost the entire force that had been sent for the invasion. It was more the embarrassment than the actual losses that seemed to grate with the Samath. A sizeable expeditionary force had been defeated by a group of mere merchants. Balinor knew how it had happened. His fellow Slayer, the necromancer Dryana, had raised a Gar legion of dead to defeat the attackers. Many viewed this as an absurd story propagated by the Samath to explain their ignominious defeat, but those who knew Dryana knew the truth. The incident had left the lizardmen with a deep hatred of the Slayers. This was particularly strong among the clans that served in their fleet and the marines, who had taken the loss very personally. The Samath army, which had lost more troops than the navy, seemed to view their losses more phlegmatically. 

The Samath ambassador’s gaze swept the room. The hall was small and rather poky for a prince’s throne room. A few servants milled around, showing no particular interest in the lizardmen envoys. Aside from a pair of guards at the main doorway into the hall there was no sign of military presence. The Samath’s eyes settled on the Prince and Princess of Kangorn seated on the platform in front of them. There were no advisers or councillors in attendance. The ambassador saluted, briefly considering leaping onto the platform and snapping the Slayer’s neck, confident in his physical superiority. All he could see before him was one of the hated owners of the Company of Slayers, even if he called himself Prince of Kangorn. 

The prince watched the ambassador with the predatory eyes of a venomous serpent. 

Try it! he thought. 

A hidden band of archers ringed the hall, bows nocked and half drawn ready to loose should the Samath try anything stupid. At the end of the concealed gallery, a pair of mages watched the three envoys intently. None of the Samath appeared to be a magic user, but the Kangorn mages were wary. Balinor was the first prince in several generations to actually prefer the palace for conducting the business of ruling as well as to live in. His last three predecessors had chosen to live in the manor house in the palace gardens, rarely if ever coming into the palace. They had preferred to conduct meetings in the manor’s more comfortable hall or out in the palace gardens. 

That had been in a more comfortable world, though. The palace had been built by Kangorn, the first prince of the city that bore his name, when the new island principality had needed to defend itself against a myriad of enemies. The palace had been constructed to provide a citadel that could act as a last bastion against attackers. It had also been designed as a place where enemies could be quietly disappeared. As Balinor had spent recent years exploring the palace, he had found complicated defensive structures, galleries and tunnels that had been covered over and closed off. He had set about opening them up. The concealed gallery had been closed off until a few months ago, but had now been cleared of the ancient, half-rotten furniture stored in it and put back to its original purpose. 

The Samath ambassador restrained his impulses and gave the barest nod as a substitute for a bow. 

“Your highnesses, may I present myself. I am Kolith Shardath, representative of the Samath Empire,” the lead Samath hissed in harshly accented Westerly.

“Welcome, my lord,” replied Ascrina politely. “We acknowledge your presence in Kangorn, and your position as the representative of your people.” 

Balinor was watching the ambassador carefully. He noted the clan name: Shardath, one of the warrior clans. The ambassador probably had an army background, rather than a naval one, which should make what was usually a testy relationship somewhat easier. Not that the relationship between the Samath and the Princes of Kangorn was ever easy, and that was before a Slayer had become Prince. 

“You are welcome here, my lord,” Balinor greeted the new ambassador. 

The Samath gave the rulers seated on the platform another nod and turned to leave, not extending the prince and princess the normal courtesy of withdrawing facing them. 

“A moment.” Balinor’s tone was a command. 

The Samath turned back, fixing a hard gaze on the prince. 

“What is the situation regarding the Anaror Strait?” Balinor enquired. 

“The Anaror Strait?” The Samath’s response sounded like a question, but it was hard to tell with his rasping voice. 

“The Samath Navy is stopping ships in the Anaror Strait – merchant vessels and others. Why?” asked Balinor. 

Kolith turned back, his eyes resting on the prince. Balinor would have said the Samath was annoyed or even angry at being questioned, but he found the lizardmen hard to read. 

“The Anaror Strait lies off the coast of our newly conquered territories in what was once Las Ma. It is the main ocean-way for our merchant ships passing from the Tancree Islands to the Northern Islands. Why should we not monitor shipping in our oceans?”

Balinor was aware of the geography. And that meant he knew that Kolith was lying. The Isle of Anaror lay off the south coast of what had once been the Duchy of Las Ma. Five years ago, that territory had been conquered and split between the Samath Empire on the one hand and the Prince of Setsonia on the other. The strait was the ocean-way that lay between the mainland and Anaror and had been used as the main sea passage west since anyone could remember. It allowed ships from Kangorn and the Sevain principalities in the north and merchants from Nerlinea in the east to transit in relative safety to the Kingdom of Delenor and the Sevain Earldom of Allakor in the far west. 

To go west of the Isle of Anaror required ships to go far south to avoid the storms that whipped around the small islets that strung out from the main island in an ugly tail. This area of open ocean to the west of the island was feared for its legendary sea monsters. There were reports of giant lizard creatures that appeared from beneath the waves to break merchant ships in half with their enormous jaws, and squid so vast that they could drag a vessel down to the deep with their mass of tentacles. This area of ocean had received the forbidding name of the Kraken’s Wake. Balinor, ever a cynic, doubted these stories; one would expect to see similar creatures further to the east in the wide expanse of the Nerlinean Ocean. It did not matter in practice if it was storms or monsters: the ships that tried to sail west around Anaror did not return. Even the Nerlinean Imperial Fleet, which would normally sail anywhere, refused to enter those waters. Only one people seemed comfortable on the seas to the west: the Samath. 

The two archipelagos the Samath ambassador had mentioned both lay to the west of Anaror: one to the south and one to the north. They had been conquered when the lizardmen had destroyed the Tancree, of which Balinor’s colleague Slinker Slayer was one of the last. Slinker’s people had lived primarily in the eponymous isles in the south, which had fallen to the Samath over a hundred years ago. Slinker and the other survivors of his people had fled to their remaining territory, a harsh rocky windswept collection of isles in the north. Here they had thought themselves protected behind the tumultuous western ocean with its storms and monsters. They had been wrong, however, as somehow the Samath had found a way to attack directly across the Kraken’s Wake without using the Anaror Strait. Persistent naval battles and raids had worn down the Tancree, until a Samath armada had landed enough troops to conquer the Northern Islands and eradicate the Tancree. It had left Slinker as one of the few survivors, perhaps even the last of his people. 

There was no need for the Samath to use the Anaror Strait to reach their territory. If anything, it made the journey longer for them. But now they controlled the Las Ma side of the strait, they had a vested interest in what happened in it, as Balinor was well aware. What worried him was their plans for the Isle of Anaror. 

Anaror was surrounded by the Samath – as much as any island in the open ocean could be considered encircled by anyone. Samath islands lay to the northwest and southwest, their mainland conquests to the east. 

“You have stopped ships of our Merchants’ Guild. They have been turned back from Anaror. Why?” demanded the prince. 

“It is important for us to ensure that foreign powers do not threaten us. We are in dispute with the Sevains in our new lands. The Order of Dawn uses Anaror as a base to foment dissent among our recently acquired subjects,” the ambassador explained.

“The Merchants’ Guild of Kangorn, the Company of Slayers, are traders, not foreign powers,” Balinor retaliated. If he had known of another merchant that had been stopped, he would have highlighted them too. 

“You control the Merchants’ Guild of Kangorn, your highness. Are you not a prince?” Kolith responded with a leering smile that looked more to intimidate than reassure. 

“A distinction has always been made between the state and commerce,” Balinor replied testily. 

“Among you humans, maybe, but not among us,” observed the ambassador. “The Samath are clear: we will not allow the wizards of Anaror to threaten our newly acquired territories. Trade will have to wait, even for those of Kangorn.” 

“Such talk could lead to conflict?” Ascrina interjected, more a question than a statement. 

“There is already conflict. War seems to be springing up everywhere,” the ambassador replied with a shrug. “You Slayers are carving your own principality out of the steppe, yet we do not complain. You leave us alone, we leave you alone.”

“I am not a Slayer,” Ascrina replied, a hint of annoyance in her voice. 

“He is,” the ambassador retorted, nodding at Balinor. 

Ascrina’s face flickered towards her husband, momentarily creased in anger at him. 

The ambassador had touched a nerve. He smiled inwardly, though his face remained impassive. He noted the princess’s reaction in case it was useful later. 

Balinor was also silently cursing his wife at her slip. Never let your enemy know what you are thinking – her grandfather had taught her that, just as Sali had taught it to Balinor. Not that it was a lesson that the prince really needed to learn. An upbringing in slavery had taught him to bury his thoughts deep where no one could find them. If that had not been the case, his relationship with his wife might be less fraught. 

“I am Balinor Strabo and I am responsible for Kangorn. I do not control what the Company of Slayers do in Chazantria any more than I dictate the day-to-day trading operations of the Merchants’ Guild.”

Kolith noted the choice of language; Balinor had been careful not to tell a lie that could be held against him later. What he said was true. But what he did not reveal was how much influence Balinor had over the Company of Slayers or the Merchants’ Guild. It was a subject of much speculation for those outside both, but particularly the Company of Slayers. Was the Prince of Kangorn a puppet of the Slayers, as some believed? Or was it more complex than that? The Samath did not know, and though he was keen to work it out, now was not the time. He had gained enough today. 

“I am here simply to present myself to your highnesses. If there is nothing else, I would take my leave, with all due respect?” said Kolith. 

Balinor watched the ambassador warily, suppressing his annoyance at how the audience had developed. A burning anger was simmering below his impassive face. 

“It has been a delight to meet you, ambassador.” Ascrina’s tone was honeyed. Had the Samath been human he would have been charmed to the point of infatuation. The princess practically pouted at him. 

Balinor was reminded how young his wife was and how wily she could be. She had been at this business a lot longer than him. She had been brought up learning these skills. She might not be able to fix her error, but she could at least rectify some of the damage. 

“Thank you so much for providing us with your credentials and also your insights on the current trade situation,” she continued with a warm smile. “Of course, you are excused from our presence. We look forward to our next meeting.” 

The ambassador gave a bow that was little more than a bob of his scaly head, but was still deeper and more respectful than the one he had opened with. He backed off a few paces before turning and leaving the hall followed by his guards. 

The co-rulers of Kangorn let out a combined sigh of relief. Balinor could feel the archers hidden around the hall relax – or imagined it at least. 

“Still a Slayer!” Ascrina observed icily at her husband. 

The prince rolled his eyes. It was going to be one of those days. 
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Chapter Three – Port Ren
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The hot red sun glared down across the shimmering pale blue of the ocean. Gulls croaked and carped as they swung low across the water. The ship carved through the waves, taking advantage of the breeze and the turn of the tide. Slinker Slayer stood at the rail, looking out across the blue, feeling the burn of the sun across his face. Tall and lanky, with a mop of long grey hair framing his emaciated yellow skin, the Tancree was one of the last, maybe even the very last of his kind. At well past a hundred years of age, he reflected it would only be a matter of time before his people would be consigned to history, but his aged bones could enjoy the sun for now. It reminded him of his youth, when he had sailed these waters on a ship just like this, commanded by his mother. 

“My lord!” The voice came from behind him.

Slinker turned from the rail and his moment of nostalgia to the young man behind him. Farmorl was an employee of the Company of Slayers, on the cusp of becoming a full-fledged agent. He was young, nineteen, thin and lithe, a Nerlinean from the western provinces with soft brown skin, black hair and deep brown eyes. Although clearly human, Farmorl still reminded the Tancree of himself. The thin, rangy figure was one reason, the sharp angular jawline was another. Most of all it was the armour. Leather with patches of chainmail, designed in the Tancree style. Slinker himself wore the same style of armour. His had been made by the finest manufacturers of his people, now long dead. Where the young man had got his the Tancree had no idea. He always meant to ask, but other matters would take priority and he would forget to do so. Farmorl’s armour was clearly new, and lacked the precise finish of Slinker’s, but still it was fair approximation. It must have cost him a fortune. On the human it looked archaic despite being new. Maybe it looked archaic on him too, the Tancree mused to himself. 

Their weapons were different, though. Slinker carried a pair of Tancree fighting blades strapped to his back. When in use they were worn on the arms, a blade looping up from below the elbow and finishing in a sharp point past the fist. They were attached by a series of links to leather strapping worn on the arm and finished in a mail glove. The use of them was an ancient art unique to Slinker’s people. As with many of their ways, it would die with him. He also carried razor-sharp throwing discs, a dagger and, on his hip, a loaded pistol crossbow. Farmorl was comparatively lightly armed, with a sabre on his left side and a long dagger on his right. 

“What is it, Farmorl?” Slinker demanded, a little more harshly than he felt or intended. 

A look of reprimand flashed across the young man’s face before being replaced with his previous business-like visage. Slinker regretted his harsh tone. Of all the Slayer employees, this boy seemed to be one of the few who genuinely liked him; even looked up to him. 

“We are in sight of the harbour. Do you wish to use the crown to manoeuvre us in or shall I fully deploy the crew?” asked Farmorl. 

Slinker’s hand absentmindedly strayed to his belt, where, wrapped in leather, a gold circlet was strapped to his side. It was a crown, a magical device through which a mage could control the movements of ship across the ocean. 

Slinker looked over Farmorl’s shoulder at the five other ships of the Slayer fleet strung out behind them. Though the rear castle of the ship largely concealed two of the following vessels with its mass. 

“No. The Nerlineans may know we have it, but there is no need to rub their faces in it. Bring all six ships in under regular means.”

“Yes, my lord. Who is meeting us? Will it be the Lady Dryana?” asked the young man. 

Amusement played across Slinker’s face. “I would hope so. What is it to you, boy?” he demanded, failing to hide his smirk. 

“No reason, my lord,” the young man tried to row back. 

“She’s a bit old for you, boy,” observed the Tancree, enjoying his employee’s sudden discomfort. 

“I meant no offence. I was just wondering who would meet us,” Farmorl’s words tumbled out. 

Slinker let out a rare deep laugh that sounded more like a whooping bark. Then his face turned serious. “Stay clear of her, boy, at least in that regard. She will use you and throw you aside, as she has done with many others. Then you will find yourself not welcome in the Company of Slayers. Worry about your career; there are plenty of beautiful women in Port Ren to have fun with,” advised the Tancree. 

Farmorl nodded politely, but Slinker doubted the boy would listen. Dryana had that effect on men, something that had only become stronger as she had matured into her twenties. It was a shame; he liked the boy. The Slayer went back to staring out over the ocean, where a dark line on the horizon was now taking form. 

The south coast of the Nerlinean mainland spread out before him. The province of Ren was the richest and most populous region of the Nerlinean Empire. Its eponymous capital, Port Ren, was the largest city on the world of Galvia. It dwarfed the island metropolis of Kangorn. In the east, only the empire’s capital of Nerlon came close in size, and that covered an area half as great. Port Ren was also older, pre-dating the Nerlinean conquest, though that had been more than eighteen hundred years ago. 

The city sat at the apex of a triangle of sea routes. To the east, the island kingdoms of Amaland and others were bustling with commerce. To the south lay the province of Narazgon, a vast place of extremes, from seething hot jungles to icy tundra. To the west, through the straits of Nerlinea, lay the cities of the western coast and beyond that the teeming trade of the Nerlinean Ocean. It was along this western approach that Slayer vessels were arriving at the port city. 

The cliffs of the southern coast of Nerlinea rose up before them. Buildings sprouted from the headland, palaces of blazing white stone that shone and sparkled in the harsh sunlight. They varied in style: some were low, boxy, flat-roofed structures, the traditional Nerlinean design, while others spiralled upwards, with interlocking towers and arching bridges in the Gar style. The Gar of Quil’Dath, the greatest of all their race’s builders, paid reluctant homage to the emperor, and their twisting, turning structures could be found throughout Nerlinea – at least in the places where the richest could afford to build them. The cliffs dropped down to a large natural bay several miles across, which formed the harbour of the city. Here, ringing the bay, the buildings became smaller; simple dwellings of white-painted mudbrick. The warehouses of the great trading companies sat back from the coast raised up slightly on the low hills that rose up to meet the cliffs on either side of the bay. 

Slinker had wondered about the layout of the city the first time he had arrived as a merchant several years back. He had been to Port Ren before that, but many decades ago, on a Tancree vessel, and as a warrior and a war mage, when such things had not mattered to him. It had been explained to him that the city was prone to flooding due to the infrequent but violent storms that would on occasion ravage the bay. With no protective stone bulwark, it was not unusual for the low-lying part of the city to be flooded at such times; therefore, the merchants had long ago relocated their warehouses and grander residences to higher ground. Port Ren spread out from the bay along the wide low valley framed by the gently rising hills to each side. Once there had been rivers running across this plain, but they had long ago been diverted through tunnels and culverts. This had allowed more space for building and, by happy accident, had reduced if not eradicated the insect-borne diseases that often ravaged the festering city during the summer. It still contributed to the port’s feeling of sogginess, as water seeped into the silty ground. 

Aside from a pair of watchtowers sitting on the cliff edges either side of the bay, there was no indication that the greatest city in the world had made any thought to its defence. There were no walls surrounding the city; no guard towers or bastions. The harbour had no wall to protect it from either attacker or weather. No chain was slung across its harbour entrance because it did not
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