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Chapter One:

 

The sweet, tantalising aroma of roasting meats filled the smoky air of the Great Hall with their promise and the Barbarian King closed his eyes in pleasure, drawing back his lips in a predator smile to reveal the tips of canine teeth, creamy and sharp.

             
Hands on the stone rail of the balustrade that overlooked the vast stone hall, he looked out over his sea of subjects as they revelled and drank to the playing of innumerable bards , the tumbling japes of cavorting jesters and the writhing temptations of the exotic dancers that strode, lascivious and long-legged from table-top to table-top.

             
He watched all this, his keen eyes and impeccable mind soaking in the scene, every face, every warlord, every Clansman; four thousand in total, absorbing every detail in an instant, before nodding and turning away, satisfied.

             
A good turnout. Everyone he’d wanted there was there. And so it should be.

             
He was the Barbarian King.

             
Down the stone stairs he strode, passing servants as he made his way to the raised dais where he and his council were to feast shortly, his mighty warrior-form towering above the bustling workers, the proximity of his awesome presence sending a thrill of fear through the men, a shudder of excitement through the women.

             
He reached the council’s table, the men and women that formed it sitting in a line, raising their goblets in salute to him as he passed them by, walking to the front of the dais to address the merry crowd.

             
He stood, not motioning for silence, instead, waiting for it to be delivered of its own accord; it was sweeter that way.

             
He did not have to wait long. The raucous din of merrymaking began to die away as the gathered subjects began to notice his presence, the hubbub dying down as, one by one, each person turned to the eye-catching figure that stood on the front of the dais.

             
In the firelight, the Barbarian King struck an impressive figure, a startling sight that stole the breath and stilled the heart.

             
Towering over his people, the majestic ruler stood a head taller than even the tallest of his Warlords and Marzbans, his lean yet rippling physique positively bursting from the simple silk robe he wore tied about him with a gold chain. He smiled that cat-like smile from a handsome face that appeared to have been chiselled from rock and, from the golden circlet about his forehead, long waves of brown hair tumbled to mighty shoulders, draped with the fearsome, black hide of a horned mountain-bear.

             
But it was not the god-like physique that so enraptured the people that stretched out before him like a living sea, nor his astonishing looks. No, neither of these.

             
It was his eyes.

Green, emerald eyes, deep and blazing,
shining out at them like beacons of otherworldly fire, hinting at the barely controlled power that lurked within. Power such as the world had never seen. The same power that they were here to celebrate.

For this was the Barbarian King’s Jubilee, a feast held to honour his continuing reign over the vast citadel of Pen-Merethia, what was once called the Barbarian City.

A reign that had so far lasted ninety-nine years.

The crowd sat in hushed silence, the lutes stilled, the dancers motionless, the only noise that of several thousand bated breaths
. And the hiccups and belches of several dozen revellers already the worse for wear.

He looked out upon his people, smiling his smile that was at once disturbingly predatory and beatifically warm, and he spoke into the silence, his voice
strident, powerful, rich and melodious, echoing with ease throughout the vast hall so that no subject of his had to strain to hear their ruler speak.

“My friends, my children, I thank you, humbly and from the bottom of my heart, for making the journey from your resp
ective holdings to Pen-Merethia. Thank you for joining us in our feasting and festivities, for marking, with us, yet another glorious year of expansion for our Kingdom.”

He gazed about, making sure each subject was suitably enraptured, that each individual felt like he was talking to them personally
, like a close, dear friend, rather than some distant and ruthless ruler. Like they were here by choice, not by fear of recrimination.

“Clansmen” he gestured out to the warrior caste of the
Kingdom, swarthy-skinned faces trailing proud moustaches. “You have done your job to perfection. Our armies are unstoppable and our advance has been implacable and for this you have our thanks.”

The thousands of gathered warriors, from the lowliest of troops to the high-ranking Marzbans, raised fists in cheer, downin
g great, burning gulps of Vorda before slamming their goblets to the tables.

“
Lords of the Land” he swept his arm now to encompass the nobles dressed in their finery, originally hailing from the Merchant Coast with their dark hair and tanned skin. “You have raised cities, farmed the lands, kept our growing populace safe and fed. For this, to you, too, we give our deepest thanks.”

More cheering, the
twenty Lords of the Land and their closest lieutenants standing and bowing, as if the back-breaking toil of their farm-labourers and the unending vigilance of their wall-sentries was somehow all down to them as they sat in their gilded halls and counted their riches.

The Barbarian King waited for the self-congratulatory applause to die down, before continuing.

“I remember,” he began, his manner open, informal, as though speaking with friends at the hearthside rather than an audience of warriors and princes. “I remember when I first found this city, our peoples, so many years ago. None of you here,” he pointed out to them, “are old enough to remember the stick-shaking, fur-wearing savages we were only a hundred years ago.”

The crowd were quiet now,
rapt attention written across every face, reminded by the words of their ruler’s seeming immortality. Reminded, once more, that they were in the presence of, and listening to the words of, someone more than a man.

“I fou
nd your fathers and your fathers’ fathers still beating each about the head with clubs, still waging wars between Clan and village, hunting with arrows of bronze and boots of fur.”

Some of the older warriors in the audience nodded, reminiscing, hazy memories and tales told by their parents playing across their minds.

“But I found you, I brought you out of that savage age and I united our peoples under one banner. I taught you how to wield iron, that we might have tools and weapons that would last us years, not months. I taught you how to raise castles, like this mighty Pen, with sewers and clean streets, that our people may grow safe and healthy. And I taught you how to farm the land, irrigation, crop cycles; how to keep our armies and populace fed and strong.”

The crowd sat, mouths open, hushed, remembering all the glories
their lord had revealed to them, so many generations ago.

“And now, our disparate tribes and Clans are one people, one land, our might
encompassing the Plains of the North, the deserts of the West, the Merchant Coasts of the East and here, to the Southern-Steppes, where this very city stands proud and majestic.”

He paused a moment, letting his audience catch up, knowing that the wine and Vorda had been flowing freely.

“But,” he bade them, “you should know that I labour under no illusions. For though I may be your ruler, I only showed you the way; it is you who trod it. It is your labours that bear the fruits of our Kingdom; you, Clansmen, that conquered our neighbouring lands and united them under our colours; you, Lords, that keep the food and taxes flowing freely. Without each and every one of you here, nothing we’ve accomplished would be possible and our Kingdom would crumble like so much sand slipping through our fingers.” 

Warriors sat, patriotic tears glistening in eyes as proud hearts beat in chests, for though they were all of different creeds and colours, they were one people united under this man
, this demi-god, that treated them with respect and appreciated their efforts.

“And so, my dear friends, it is with pleasure that I open the halls of Pen-Merethia to you, once more. Stay, feast, drink, for over the next week there shall be entertainment a-plenty.”

The crowd roared their approval, for the King was lavish with his entertainments, as one
would expect from the ruler of the City of a Thousand Slaves. Manpower was at his disposal and he was generous with it.

“There will be Games!”

Cheers went up from the masses, for the Games were entertainment indeed.

“There will be Hunts!”

More whooping and hollering, particularly from some of the Nobles, for it was rare for them to wield their finely-bejewelled weapons in anger and the Hunts provided a great outlet for the frustrations of courtly life.

“And…” he deliberately stretched the silence, enjoying the tenterhooks upon which the men held themselves. “As always…” The necks of the crowd stretched as they all leant forwards, eager to hear his next words, despite being almost certain of what they would be. “There will be
women
!”

A roar, once more, as, at the far end of the Great Hall the hundred-foot tall bronze doors were heaved open
upon oiled hinges by the combined exertions of a hundred slaves, before a procession of women, scantily-clad and made-up, streamed into the midst of the feasting masses. They wound their way between the tables and cookfires, the sweet smell of their scented oils sending cross-eyed the warriors who’d been long posted to far-flung wildernesses about the Kingdom. 

That few of the females smiled mattered not to the leering warriors and intoxicated nobles, for it rendered their curves no less pleasing to the eye.

“My friends, we have a great few days
– and nights – ahead of us and I wish that each and every one of you enjoy it, for I will be asking much of you this coming year.”

The crowd, as one, frowned in puzzlement, before a great, creaking rumble came from the still-open bronze doors, a tall, looming shape rolling into view, until it stood stationary in the Great Hall for all the gaze upon.

“Behold – the Beacon of Unity!”

The statue was blatantly a scale model of a much larger intended project; nonetheless, the stone tower loomed from its wheeled base, at least thirty foot into the air, its winding spiral staircases, columns and colonnades stretching high
er and higher until the pinnacle, where, clasped in a stylised dragon’s foot of intricately carved stone, a giant emerald shone, its myriad facets refracting the firelight into a million dazzling rainbow arcs that captivated all who gazed upon its beauty.

“This,” the King told them, his tone low,
reverent, “is the brainchild of our Lady Seeress.” He looked behind him, to the Council table, where a radiantly beautiful woman nodded back to him with a slight smile beneath amused blue eyes.

“The Beacon of Unity will be built on the Isle of Storms, rising
a thousand feet from the rocks, the emerald beacon blazing out across the sea.”

He could see in the eyes of the crowd that they were at a loss as to the purpose of such a monumental undertaking. He enlightened them.

“Our populace is expanding, my friends. And, as many of you well know, an expanding waistline necessitates a bigger belt!”

A ripple of mirth through the crowd, increasing into raucous laughter as a drunken noble clambered onto his table, hands jiggling his ample belly, before falling in a heap, taking several of his lieutenants with him.

The King smiled, before continuing.

“We need more land, my friends; this beacon will shine out across the sea,
to the lands from where the ebon-skinned traders come, letting them know that we will no longer sit by and let them come and go as they please. For we are coming for them. To bring them, as we have brought so many others, into our fold.”

A cheer from the warriors at the prospect of more bloodshed; another cheer from the nobles at the thought of a possible lessening in levies upon the capture of more land, no matter
how slight that break might be.

“Upon completion of the Beacon, we will begin work on an armada of vessels to take us to the Ebonlands,
where we will unite them under our colours, through will or through might.”

 
The crowd roared the traditional mantra, the air of the hall reverberating from the bassy might of four thousand combined voices.

“Through will or might!”

He smiled and made to continue, but was interrupted by the sounds of a nobleman clearing his throat.

“My King…”

The ruler recognised the voice instantly, his recall perfect, before searching him out from amidst the sea of faces, a feat he accomplished a mere heartbeat later.

It was Lord Arbistrath, ruler of Pen-Tulador, a f
arming town of medium size; his black hair and sharply pointed nose betraying him as a direct heir to the Merchant Princes of the Coast, the prime caste from which the King had drawn his nobles, recognising their efficiency and organisational skills and putting them to good use.
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