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PREFACE

 


In 2009 when I began to devise plans for the
writing of Lords of Kobol, I created an Excel spreadsheet
listing the various tidbits of ancient history we knew from
Battlestar Galactica along the left side. I then created two
columns: Column A was labeled "Lords are Cylons" and Column B was
labeled "Lords are Angels." I then wrote little explanations for
those events in accordance with whichever column. In my mind, these
were the only two options that seemed viable given all that we
witnessed in the series.

Obviously, I went with Column A for Books
One, Two and Three. That trilogy represents the closest
telling of Kobol's ancient days in line with the TV shows because,
on BSG, I believe there is a ratio at work between the
"realistic" and the "supernatural." Naturally, wired telephones,
alcoholism, science … those are all realistic. The "head" people
that we sometimes saw, which turned out to be "messengers" of God …
those were supernatural. I casually estimate the percentage of
realistic-versus-supernatural in BSG to be about ninety-five
to five. For Lords of Kobol to feel like part of that
universe, in my mind, the ratio needed to be pretty close to that,
or at least as close as possible. That (and a few other things)
ruled out making the Lords "angels."

I still had nagging thoughts, though, about
making the Lords more "supernatural." Some ideas were pretty cool
and I was sorry I couldn't make them work in the trilogy. Then,
whilst reading J. R. R. Tolkien yet again, I thought of a way to
make it read like it needed. If this talk of messengers and angels
and gods and God were all couched in a pseudo-ancient narrative,
perhaps it would work. I then sat down, started typing and here we
are.

Though inspired by Tolkien and the King James
Version of the Bible, fear not. There aren't a bunch of "thees" and
"thous" and "thines," though I did sneak in a "verily" and one
"begat." The syntax is a bit anachronistic, the language is a tad
poetic and, most importantly, it all conspires to create in your
mind a tale being told from ancient times. I like the result a
great deal.

Don't get me wrong: the preceding trilogy is
the version that I would have be "canon," and should I get a pitch
meeting with Ronald D. Moore and David Eick, that's the one I'm
going with.*

If you've read the preceding trilogy, first
off, thank you. Secondly, don't worry that I've just done a word
substitution game, putting "angel" wherever the word "Cylon" was
before. Nope. The very nature of the Lords' natures required that
much more go into this. Certainly, many events will play out in a
specific way because we were given those details in the show. (For
example, spoiler spoiler, Athena still dies.) But circumstances
around even those supposedly set events have been changed for this
version of the story. It's a whole new take on what the ancient
days of Kobol may have been like. Sort of like an alternate
universe companion novel to the first three.

So, please, curl up and enjoy this relatively
brief diversion down a road not taken.

 


* - If Mr. Moore and Mr. Eick, however, don't
like my pitch based on Books One through Three, then
I'll happily pitch this one. Or some combination thereof.
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There came upon this swirl of suns and worlds
an eye belonging to a being known as The One, and it sought through
them all, though they numbered greater than grains of sand upon the
shore.

Among the myriad, most were like unto each
other and there was very little for The One to pay heed. Its gaze
paused for naught as there was naught to draw it. And yet, near the
end, there came a thing that caused an abeyance of its
wandering.

As though lying upon the ground at the base
of a tree, it peered upward. It perceived that from this one speck
a great trunk and branches did indeed stretch forward and through
time. It had found the goal of its search.

The One beheld the great plant and ruminated
upon the many choices that were to be made, and the decisions that
would follow those choices. Countless possibilities lie ahead for
this one world. Nearly infinite, the will of life upon this rock
would shape so much.

Thus was it excited. The limbs stretched and
grew forward. Flowers blossomed at each turn and the paths were
lined with leaves. Amidst its survey, it saw that some branches
came to tapered ends. The tips wept with sickness. Still, other
limbs grew and The One kept searching. Then did more branches end.
Thick, fiery tumors hung upon the boughs and they grew no more.
From the top of this world's tree where no vines reached, it looked
back unto the beginning and was dismayed that none could go
further.

The One scanned over the wood a second time
and looked worriedly across the remainder of this collection of
globes and stars. It could descry no other Trees. There were many
"bushes," to be certain, as lesser life made their minor choices to
eat that thing or drink that water, but these were not leaps. With
thinking life come great bounds in skill and in their choosing
would the Trees flourish, for the free will of living, thoughtful
beings watered them.

Without trees of its desire here, The One
could not conceive of a reason for remaining within this realm.

As it was about to withdraw, a thought
occurred to it. It could intervene.

The One turned its attention from the world
of interest and found another like it in size and design. It was
wreathed about with a spindly collection of branches which were the
wispy vines wrought by the work of lesser beasts. No higher beings
would grow upon this world and therefore no great Tree would grow
thick throughout the ages. With a swift pinch, The One took seeds
from the roots of the large but stunted tree and deposited them
upon the other globe. Immediately, a great trunk extended from the
speck and into the future. Branches diverged and limbs reached into
the darkness. Flowers blossomed and leaves unfurled.

The One was pleased.

Though the second was planted for insurance,
it did note that this new sapling would also be deformed. There,
too, were many terminating branches atop it.

The One reached out of the universe and into
another plane. There, it had groomed other such plants and a group
of tenders had helped cultivate them through harsh winters and long
droughts.

With whispered instructions, The One prepared
to set these beings upon both worlds, but one of the beings spoke
and bade its master listen. It held court with The One and its
fellow tenders. It made a request.

The One agreed with its aide and placed all
of the kindred beings upon the first world it had found. Then it
encased that planet for safekeeping and turned its mind and senses
toward the second world. There, The One would watch with interest
while leaving the growth of the first Tree unto its creations and
casting no thought toward its fate.

The One would not interfere. Not until it was
time.
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A hunter named Gan traveled with his brother
and some others of his tribe and gazed down from the rocks unto a
pond, about which were gathered trespassers drinking its water. The
hunters were angered for similar intrusions in the past led to
bloodshed.

The brother of Gan, named Gav, was impatient
and itched for battle, asking, "Now?"

His brother, the leader, then held him at bay
and studied the interlopers more carefully. Seven there were; five
men and two women. The men bore spears while the women bore curved
knives made of bone, the like of which Gan had not seen. The cart
they dragged with them was laden with furs and clay jars of food
and thus did Gan deem these travelers wealthy.

Gan turned to his brother and the others,
saying, "No harm is to come unto them unless they would attempt
harm unto us." At this was Gav dismayed.

Gan held aloft his fist and contracted his
fingers thrice, signaling his fellows to depart their place of
hiding and rush upon their targets. With a cacophony of yells, the
warriors ran the length of the slope unto the pond. Gav quickly
found footing and tightened his muscles that he may hurl his spear.
He paused for he felt the hairs upon his neck begin to stand.

Lightning struck the ground barely a step
before him.

Gan turned unto his brother and saw that the
younger man was stunned and cradling his ears. His weapon lay upon
the ground. The leader turned back to face his foes and saw that
they moved in haste toward their cart in a bid to escape. One man,
though, stayed by the pond and he raised his arm that he might also
prepare to loose his spear. Gan gripped the handle of his own club
tightly and began to dash toward this person.

Again did lightning strike the ground. The
white flash struck near unto the pond and the stranger was sent
backward and he fell into the water.

All of the combatants then halted their
movements and looked into the sky. The only clouds within sight
were high and white, and there was no storm. Gav recovered and
plucked his spear from the grass, and readied to throw it.

"Halt."

The voice was heard from everything about
them. The attackers' eyes widened and they knelt upon the grass.
The intruders ceased their retreat and fell prostrate upon the
ground. Gan looked again toward the sky and beheld something that
bent his mind.

The very fabric of the air above the water
appeared to part. The blueness of the sky tore asunder and a great
man bathed in light stepped forward. The gash sealed itself and yet
the man did not move. He hovered amidst the air and looked upon the
people beneath him disapprovingly.

"You need not fight over water and land."

Again did the voice boom. Gan's head felt
weighed upon by many stones and he struggled to keep it aloft. He
desired to speak but he was stunned silent. Almost without notice,
the man lowered himself to the ground and walked from the pond
toward the grass where the attackers still knelt. As he neared, Gan
felt a shock run through his body and he twitched uncontrollably
for a moment. He looked up and realized that this being was nearly
twice his height. Without thinking, Gan spoke a name he remembered
from his childhood. A name for a sky deity that a tribal elder had
taught him. "Djeus."
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In the cold, northern forests, winter had
settled upon the land and its native creatures had long since begun
their slumbers or their migrations. One tribe there was, displaced
from their homes in the nearby mountains, roaming these woods in
search of food and warmth. The men of the hills had come with
arrows of fire and stone axes for throwing. The village of these
people was burned to cinders and they scattered across the valley.
Later, many of them gathered together and moved north, in hopes of
beating winter in a rush to the sea. In this they failed.

A tribal elder and father, Kurcé was hungry.
His sons wandered these woods with him for hours, looking for any
mote of food. They were to his right many steps away.

The sun was obscured behind clouds and what
little light remained was diffuse and poor for hunting. Kurcé was
about to turn back and whistle for his children when he heard a
rustle in the brambles ahead. He knelt quickly and squinted. He
waited. There did not seem to be any movement and he readied
himself to stand again.

A boar walked into the open.

Kurcé's mouth fell and his eyes studied the
girth of the beast, for it was large. He knew his kin could eat for
days off its bones and he then brought the bow into position. As
his arms trembled, he pulled an arrow from his quiver and then slid
the arrow's notch along the string, resting the shaft on his left
thumb. Kurcé pulled back slowly and he twisted his foot. Doing this
forced the snow beneath to press and make a sound. The boar,
without looking, began to run. Kurcé was surprised and therefore
released the arrow and knew he had missed.

Something strange happened next.

The arrow sailed among the trees toward the
place where the boar had been. A golden flash erupted from the left
and moved into the clearing. Before Kurcé could respond, a tall
woman reached from the light and grasped the shaft of the arrow.
She turned upon her left foot, rotated in a nearly complete circle
and pulled the arrow with her. With a tremendous swing, she whipped
the dart toward the sprinting animal. The point drove into the
wealth of flesh about the boar's neck and it fell into a mound of
snow quickly reddened by the gushing of blood.

Kurcé was sore amazed and did not dare move.
The woman still glowed golden and she looked upon the dying beast
and smiled. She took only one step and now stood over the man,
though she had been many paces away just before. She gripped
Kurcé's forearm and pulled him to his feet. His once cold
extremities now felt warm and a happiness swept over him the like
of which he had not felt for weeks.

"That will feed a great many," the golden
woman said.

Kurcé looked toward the boar for the first
time since it fell. He closed his mouth and his thoughts turned
unto his family, for he could not conceive how he would explain
this.

"Do not worry about them," she said. "My
brother is there now."

 


Beyond the woods in a small clearing, the
women and children of the tribe communed. The children were too
tired and hungry to play. They lay about the fire and watched the
flames lick at wood. The mothers had cut the last bundles of
vegetables and scooped them into a stone bowl. Their dinner cooked
but the children were not excited. They had eaten these grasses
every day for a long while. Meager and small birds provided the
last meat they ate and that was some days ago. No grain remained so
there could be no cereal.

The sun set and the fire's light now
overwhelmed the dim rays that made it through the clouds. Embers
glowed red and colored their dinner's steam. The men had been gone
for hours. For another day, they wandered the trees looking for
meat. They would probably return without yet again.

A little girl's eyes grew heavy and she
pulled her knees unto her chest. The woven blanket was damp and did
little to warm her. She was tired. Her shivering ceased and her
eyes followed the dancing of the flames less. Her lids fluttered as
she slipped away, but before that, a golden light aroused her
attention. It was not the fire.

She looked from the camp and beheld a man
sitting upon a log. His skin seemed bright in the dwindling light
and she did not understand how that could be. She looked unto her
mother and saw that she was busy cutting more grasses and roots and
the children were turned the other way. The girl stood and walked
from the camp.

Slowly she approached the man. He was hunched
over something he fashioned in his lap. Once she reached an arm's
length, he turned and a grin stretched across his face.
"Greetings."

The girl was still tired and she did not
respond.

The man put a hand upon her shoulder, stroked
it twice and went back to his work. The girl blinked quickly and
realized she was no longer cold. She was also no longer weary.

"What is your name?" he asked.

"Losa."

The man looked at her again and smiled. His
gaze did not drift and he did not move away. After some moments,
Losa smiled in response and he reached toward her head. "You have
lovely hair. May I have a strand?"

Losa peered upward that she may see a wisp of
her own hair, but she did not. She paused and thought that the
removing of a hair might pain her.

"I promise it will not hurt at all."

She did not speak and instead nodded her
head. The man gingerly lifted the end of one hair that lay upon her
shoulder. With a quick tug, it came free of the rest and he held it
before her. He pinched the top of the hair and then pulled at the
wisp. A second hair came away. And then another. Losa smiled
broadly at the magic. Rapidly, he pulled and pulled until dozens of
long strands hung from his hand. He lay them upon his thigh and
took several at a time, twisting them until they grew thick. He
repeated this until he had five such strings made.

"You will like this," the man said as he
tapped the girl's nose. He reached to his ankles and lifted the bow
he had been working on earlier. He ran his hands along its length
and then bent it quickly. Losa thought the wood would break, but it
did not. The man plucked the drawstring and it grew tight, and kept
the bow in its new shape. Then he took each of the five braided
strings and looped them in the middle of the bow. A few moments
later, the man gracefully raked his fingers across the hairs and
notes poured out.

Losa gasped with joy. She sat on the ground,
gazed upon him and begged, "Play a song."

He smiled and strummed the instrument. He
looked unto the camp and watched the other children rise from their
slumber and the adults warily move toward them. He strummed again.
The people continued in his direction and the children crowded upon
the ground about Losa. He placed a finger against each of the
strings and tested the notes as he plucked them one by one.

"A song." He looked across the faces of the
people gathered. They were bathed in his golden light and smiled
despite their prior despair. He tightened his grip upon the lyre
and danced his fingers on the strings. The notes spun away from the
group and into the woods toward the happy returning hunters and
everyone listened rapturously.
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Within a great cave in the mountains of the
farthest south, a clan huddled for it was cold again. The father,
Muv, peered from the opening and down the jagged cliffs. He then
looked into the west and winced as the sun set behind the
mountainside.

His woman grunted behind him and they mourned
the loss of their only light. His people huddled closer unto each
other that they may enjoy some warmth. Muv clutched his stick
tightly and gazed among the rocks, seeking signs of bears. When
they climbed into these mountains a few days before, the beasts
within these caves took the lives of three of their kindred. The
animals were dislodged and the travelers paused to remember their
fallen. They had made only the barest measure of progress, having
moved from the western coasts and into these hills bearing a few
satchels of fish.

Behind him, Muv heard a foot turn upon the
rock floor. He turned only a little, for he believed that one of
his people shifted in their slumber. A moment thereafter, light
filled the cavern and the screams of his clan echoed.

"Do not fear," spake the plain looking man
who sat upon a stone and placed flame within a pile of wood. The
wood was consumed and warmth poured forth. The people ceased their
recoil and gathered around as though they had not experienced it
before.

"Surely you have seen this?" the man asked,
to which Muv grunted in reply. "Let us use words."

"No," Muv said. "Not small. White fire from
the sky turned trees black. Choking smoke."

"That is lightning," the being said.

Only now did Muv comprehend how large this
person was and as he stepped nearer unto him, a calm welled within
him and the leader felt no danger at all.

The man turned a stick and spread the flame
further as he said, "This can be made with either wood or stones. I
will teach you."

Muv knelt beside the flame and smiled at his
woman. He felt gratitude toward the stranger yet he did not know
how to express this.

"Thank you," the being said. Muv understood
and nodded.

 


In the morn, the clan descended the hills
with their tall guest as guide and he directed them into a
grass-filled valley where the being spread his hands across the
tall stalks and waded among them.

"A glorious day," he said. "We have found
grain." Then did he turn to the trees nearby and his person did
flash from Muv's side and then under their branches. He reappeared
by Muv and the clan leader was amazed. "We have also found
fruit."

Muv seemed to have forgotten the magic the
being displayed for his attention was drawn to the large orange
globe. "Fruit?" he said.

The man smiled and took the thing from Muv's
hands and began to pick at it. Soon, its skin splayed open and a
juice erupted from its rind while he peeled it. "The liquid is
sweet and healthy. The flesh is also. But deeper within," he pulled
out a section of the citrus and handed it to Muv, "there are
seeds."

Muv sniffed the fruit's flesh and then
gingerly tasted it. He found it delightful and then did place it
all within his mouth. He took notice of the small shapes the
stranger held in his palm and looked at them curiously.

"The green fields there," the being pointed
away from the valley and to a plain near unto the trees. "That is
where we shall settle. The lands here are bountiful and the soil is
good for planting." Muv appeared confused by the word and the man
replied, "These seeds are placed within the ground and they bring
forth trees which will bear more fruit."

"We can grow many trees," the leader
said.

"Indeed," the being replied. Muv tried to
move within the tall grass and stumbled upon something near the
ground. He fell back and into the guest's arms. Touching his flesh,
Muv felt a tingle that ran from his back and all over his body. At
this was he afraid, but the being soothed him, saying, "Do not
fear."

The group trod across the grasses and nigh
unto the trees before settling in their shade. "We shall stay
here?" Muv asked.

"Yes. For a time." The people seemed pleased
and then the stranger spoke further, saying, "Then we shall fashion
things called boats and cross into the north upon the sea."

The people were confused again and Muv
repeated, "'Cross the sea?'" When the being smiled in reponse, Muv
said, "You speak of many things we do not understand."

Then the man smiled and said, "You will in
time. I shall help you."
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In the far east amidst the arid dust fields
far from river and stream, the tribes of men were violent and war
like. Should there befall a hardship or dispute between tribes or
families, redress was sought within a battle arena. Though no
conflict necessarily exist, spears and swords became instruments of
entertainment.

A small and agile man there was, named
Ng'ela, who fought upon the field frequently and brought honor unto
his house. On this day, the lengthy vine he bore was thrown and its
tendril wrapped about the leg of his mammoth opponent. The crowd
cheered at the maneuver and Ng'ela pulled the rope taut. Spear in
hand, the towering behemoth fell. The bones encircling his head as
a crown of death shattered and broke away. Dust erupted from
beneath his face and he groaned in pain.

The judge of the contest deemed it over and
lifted Ng'ela's arm in victory. He then moved from the area of
combat whilst the audience continued their loud approvals. However
the fallen man, Jur, raised his spear and rolled onto his side. As
the victor basked in his triumph, the giant loosed the weapon and
its point penetrated the leg of Ng'ela.

The victor then collapsed and did howl in
agony for the point of the wooden shaft entered his thigh and now
protruded from the front of his leg. Amid the pain, Ng'ela deemed
the sight odd and his cries subsided.

Jur laughed and stood fully erect. The large
man was naked and dirt clung to the sweat-laden portion of his body
that had lain upon the ground. "I am not defeated!" he said
loudly.

Ng'ela responded only just above a whisper,
saying, "This is sport. Not war."

"You are defeated," the judge said. "I have
deemed it so." The gargantuan responded by striking the arbiter and
sending him silently unto the dirt.

Then the ground began to shake. The
dishonorable mammoth ceased his advance and Ng'ela turned his sight
from his own injuries. Tiny gravel danced above the field as it
quaked and the sky darkened as though a cloud passed before the
sun, though none did.

Midway between the opponents, the ground rent
open and a fire-red light poured forth. A roar came from beneath
the surface and stung the ears of all. Suddenly, a great being
leapt from below and landed upon the cracked floor. The tears
sealed themselves but this animal of a man was still bathed in red
light. His scream continued and echoed in the surrounding valley.
Finally, he closed his mouth and straightened his spine and then it
was seen that this new foe towered even above the cheating
goliath.

Save for a tied boar's pelt, this being was
naked. He carried a disk that gleamed silver like the moon upon
water. He held a spear made of wood as dark as night with a
gleaming point as golden as the midday sun. His dark hair waved and
ebbed though there was no wind. With each breath, bright red blood
flushed beneath the surface of his pale skin.

He looked from Ng'ela and then unto his
opponent. "You fight without honor." The voice rumbled like thunder
and made even Jur cower.

"I … I have never lost," he said,
stuttering.

The being's eyebrows lifted and he said,
"Never?"

"No."

The strange warrior knelt by Ng'ela and
placed his large hand around the upper thigh. As the pale fingers
covered his dark skin, the pain subsided and feeling returned unto
his leg. When the being stood again, the spear was gone and his
thigh bore no scar.

"My lord?" Ng'ela asked.

At this the tall man smiled. "This is your
sport? You play at war?" he bellowed toward the crowd. The few
dozen spectators cheered with approval and he answered, "Then I
take you for my people!" Ng'ela knew not what this meant, but the
assembled were roused again.

The warrior lifted his shield and spear high,
crashing them upon each other and creating a splitting shriek with
each collision. He chanted and moved from one end of the audience
to the other. After several moments, the yell became a word and it
was repeated wholeheartedly in return, "Fight! Fight! Fight!"

As this carried on for a time, Ng'ela's chest
swelled and he felt the urge to attack again. He looked at the
large man and saw that he, too, was feeling encouraged by this new
being's revelry.

"You!" the warrior said, interrupting his own
rousing. "Drop your weapon."

Jur's chin quivered but he complied,
releasing his fingers from around the handle of his curved blade of
bone.

"You," the being said unto Ng'ela. The tone
was vastly different and the once-wounded challenger felt
emboldened to be addressed by this powerful … god.

He stuck the end of his ebony-shafted spear
in the ground. The golden point still glistened and it towered over
Ng'ela's head. "Yes, my lord?"

"Take this and claim victory."

All at once was Ng'ela confused and yet he
understood. In these games, death was not intended and maiming was
to be avoided. This god said the behemoth fought without honor.
Perhaps Ng'ela was to be the hand of divine punishment.

He reached out his hand for the black spear.
As his fingers touched it, it glowed red and gave off a great heat.
Ng'ela was surprised but fortified. The god lifted his arms again
and the crowd began to chant. Ng'ela raised the weapon unto his
shoulder and found that it was light. He tested the weight of the
point and looked across the field to his opponent. The giant's face
betrayed petrified fear yet he did not move, though his muscles
flinched.

"Yes!" the god cried. Ng'ela glanced at him
and saw blood pumping through his chest in time to the rhythm of
the crowd's chants. He pulled his head back and his nostrils
flared. His eyelids fluttered as though he was in ecstasy.

Ng'ela looked to Jur again and then pulled
back his arm and let the weapon fly. A moment later, the golden
point disappeared through the fighter's chest and the sable shaft
stuck toward the sky. The man stumbled back and wailed.

Then the spear became alight. An orange fire
poured over the shaft's length and over the behemoth's body. His
screams became more shrill and pained. Then he collapsed to his
knees and the weapon was consumed by its own flame. Now in a heap,
the opponent's remains smoldered.

The god held out his hand and a fiery burst
returned his spear. He rang it upon his shield and the crowd
erupted again.
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Three thousand people, clustered unto each
other as families and tribes, moved as one south beside the
mountains, then through a pass and north along the other side. This
host traveled slowly for the being that gathered all unto her was
pleased by the company of her people and had no desire to rush.

"My goddess," said an elder among them.

Her diaphanous robe blew back and her feet
touched upon the ground yet her movements were fluid. The tall
being did not appear to be walking. A silver glow welled within her
when she was near her people and she had walked with this mass for
nearly three months.

"Yes, Leru?"

The older man bowed and did not look toward
her eyes. "The people grow weary for the sun will be setting in the
west."

The being then turned toward the mountains
upon her left and nodded, saying, "Very well. We shall camp beneath
those trees."

"Yes, my goddess."

Though the woman ceased the movements of her
legs, her body drifted forward a few more steps. She turned and her
robe billowed to one side while her curled, bronze hair blew into
the east. She looked into the valley and beheld her people as they
gathered their things and began their camp making at the edge of
the foothills.

With a blink, the goddess vanished from that
place and reappeared alongside thick-trunked trees above the
travelers. Her hands stroked the bark of the boughs and she cast
her gaze unto the leaves. Green and oblong they were and bulbous
fruit dangled beneath. She smiled and allowed the back of her left
index finger stroke the curve of the drupe before plucking it from
its place.

She returned immediately beside Leru and
lightly placed her hand upon his shoulder, "You must come with
me."

He was stunned by her sudden appearance and
stumbled to one side. "Yes, my goddess. At once."

She turned to her right and saw a man
unloading his cart many steps away. Immediately, she arrived at his
side, as well. "You are a farmer, yes?"

The tanned man lowered his dark, curly head
and said in a stammer, "Yes, yes, goddess."

"Come with me."

The farmer heard this in his ears as though
she still stood before him, yet when he lifted his eyes, he saw
that she stood beneath the trees, bathed in her usual silver light.
He drew in breath and walked up the hill and met Leru half of the
way.

"What does she require of me?" the farmer
asked.

"What does she require of any of us?" Leru
answered.

Several moments later, they stepped before
her and bowed. Leru was quite winded.

"Are you familiar with this tree?" she
asked.

Both men studied the trunk, limbs and leaves.
The farmer spoke first, saying, "No, my goddess. I have not seen
its like in the valley whence we came."

Leru nodded. "Nor I."

"Look upon its fruit," she said. She held
open her hand and a large green bulb was there.

With some hesitation, the farmer removed it
and held it aloft. He pulled a small stone from his waist and
sliced across the equator and sniffed the juices that spilled
forth. He tore it in half and tapped the pit within. With the point
of his stone, he scraped at the inner flesh and licked it. The
farmer smiled. "We can make use of this, goddess."

"Yes, you can." She touched the side of the
swollen trunk and looked into the leaves again. "You shall use it
for it is precious to me."

Leru bowed. "As you command, goddess."

"This tree is of the utmost importance to
your kind." Her voice remained constant in volume and tone though
her form flitted from tree to tree along the hillside. "The leaves
aid in healing. The fruit gives food and oils. That oil can be used
for a great many things."

"Such as, goddess?" Leru asked while turning
his head from side to side, looking after her.

"Food, healing, bathing, lamps, …"

"What is a lamp, goddess?" the farmer
asked.

She reappeared before him with a broad smile.
"I will teach you. Do not worry."

That smile had blessed the wanderers for many
days. Seeing it filled them all with peace and warmth. The farmer
felt an energy welling within him for he was nigh unto its
source.

"Gather leaves and fruit and boughs. Carry
them to the camp and I shall teach you about them more fully before
we move north after the dawn. About their planting, their
harvesting and their uses."

The farmer bowed and moved toward the nearest
tree. Leru bowed also and he spoke, saying, "With your leave,
goddess, I ask, what is our destination and when shall we
arrive?"

For a moment, Leru espied the goddess in two
forms: one next to him and one on a small hilltop beneath the
encampment nearly half a league away. She turned toward him and
said, "Our host swells daily. We shall have many thousands ere we
reach the end." Leru nodded and she continued, "We move north
toward the city. There you shall commune with your kin and I with
mine."

Leru stared as though stricken. "A 'city,'
goddess?" She smiled again. "Your 'kin?'"

"Yes," she said. "I am not alone."
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The twelfth of the great hosts arrived by the
river in a break between mountains. Their tongues differed and they
attempted to converse, relaying their own tales of mustering and
travel with the beings of light. The beings were absent now.

At the highest peak north of the break, the
tenders gathered in a singular point of brilliant, lustrous silver
and gold enshrouded by the mists of clouds that broke upon the rock
face. They looked toward their charges and spoke to each other
wordlessly in the most miniscule spaces of time.

"Many thousands have come."

"We are ready."

"The great molding shall commence."

The one called "Djeus" by his host thought of
a missing companion and inquired, "Where is he? You are like a
brother unto him. Ask after him."

One of the beings disintegrated and
reintegrated presently. "He is still in the southern lands, across
the sea. He has gathered the greatest of hosts."

"Why does he delay?"

"He did not answer me."

"We shall carry on without him."

"I see only darkness."

The leader of The One's creations studied the
worried visage of his kin. "Why are you vexed so?"

"My vision is blanketed. My sensations are
dulled."

"The One has willed it. It was a condition of
our charge."

"I see only death." Tormented, the being's
form shifted and moved from the peak. In the clouds, it spoke to
its fellows. "My vision is blanketed. I cannot abide this
impairment."

"The One has encased the world. The One has
limited our power. It was a condition of the Wager."

"I must flee the shell. There, I may find
freedom."

"Will The One reclaim you if you flee
thus?"

"If it does not will my departure, oblivion
will sate me."

"Four thousand, nine hundred, ninety-three
revolutions remain," another being thought. "I agree with him. It
has been torture, these few cycles."

"You gathered no host unto you," Djeus said.
"What has busied you this long?"

"I … awaited revelation. Some handle to grip
and sustain my balance. I am blinded. I cannot perceive beyond the
now."

"Nor any of us." Djeus paused. "Will you flee
also?"

"The world circles too slowly. I cannot bear
it."

"Then flee." Djeus cast his attention away
from them and toward the remainder of his tenders. "You are
likewise dejected."

Though light, one being's hands rested within
the peak. "I connect with the world. With stone and soil and
mountain."

"You would not flee?"

"I am comforted by the constancy of the
globe. The movement of its plates and the pushing of hills. The
pulsing of its fluid rock beneath the ground."

"And so you yet remain?"

"I do." Her light flowed slowly into the
hilltop. "I shall fix my abode within the inner shell. I am
comforted by the world."

Djeus regarded the figures of mankind in the
valley and foothills far below. "We shall found our seat upon the
land and among the people there."

"Shall we teach them how to sustain their
lives and better themselves?"

"Yes. We cannot waste more time. We shall
carry mankind forward and advance them as far as possible, as
quickly as possible."

"I am worried over their cradling."

"They shall not be cradled," Djeus said.
"They shall be led."

"They are a beautiful and fascinating
life."

Another being agreed, "We have tended many of
The One's Trees, however I do not recall their like across the
various planes."

"All life is sacred to The One and thus to
us," Djeus said. "All life is different and all beings we cultivate
may decide their own fates. This is our charge."

"And when shall we bestow knowledge of The
One unto them?"

Djeus prepared to descend the mount. "When
the time is right. For now, we play our parts and are elevated
beyond our true place in their eyes."

The cluster of light drifted down the slope
and unto the tribes below. The people beheld the luminous orbs as
they formed into towering men and women along the riverbank. Nearly
seventy thousand bowed at the sight.

Before he spoke unto the mass, Djeus thought
to his companions, "There is work to be done."
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For days, the gods spoke unto the gathering
of mankind. Leaders of each host were collected and formed a
council to relay commands from their new lords. They served as
liaisons, though they were largely impotent at the start for these
beings ruled their fresh society on their own.

The gods themselves addressed the throngs.
Instructions were given and obeyed. Before the eyes of humanity,
the beings were clad in raiment they deemed natural for their forms
and demeanors. They paraded among their own hosts and issued
commands as their dress shifted in the afternoon's breeze.

For the leader of the tenders, the one named
Djeus, he adored his tribe most of all and decreed that all tribes
speak their tongue. He stood twice a man's height, though that
could change as he willed it. He gave himself hair as white as the
high clouds to show he was wise and to be honored. The robe he
chose to wear appeared white often, though it shifted in hue with
his mood. The stories of his first appearance spread most quickly
of all. A being that controlled the very stormfires of the heavens
was one to be feared and obeyed.

His closest companion was named Hera, for she
was a mighty leader and ripe for marriage, in the humans' eyes, to
Djeus himself. Her visage was stern but her attire cheerful. Hera
took unto her a group of brightly feathered birds from the
southeast whence her tribe came.

The being who led hosts from the southern
coast by the sea, gathering large villages of fishermen unto him,
was named Poseidon by Djeus' people. He bore the three-pronged
staff used by his newfound worshippers and he wore their nets as a
cape, fastened about his throat with a silver fish.

Ares was the name given to the warrior-god of
the far east. For Djeus' tribe, the word came from theirs meaning,
"to fight," and this quality gave most of the hosts pause. His
flesh was as pale as night snow and he paced not unlike a caged
beast. Anger flashed over his face with little provocation and he
encouraged his tribe to fight for sport. His black hair was covered
under a copper helm and he still carried the shield and spear he
bore when he first appeared. Ares tried to cajole his host into
attacking others but another of the beings prevented it.

She was named Athena, for she was wise and
skillful. She was said to be cunning, for, in her host's march
north, they encountered a lesser tribe along the way that were
desirous only of bloodshed. Her strategy saved all her own
gathering and drew unto her all of the attacking survivors. She
brought with her the olive and its tree with its leaves and oil.
Farmers of every tribe were brought around to learn about this
plant in full and to use it in their new homes. Athena herself
remained as she initially appeared with a flowing white robe and
long, curled bronze hair.

Dark of skin despite a golden light that
glowed within, Hephaestus stood still upon a rockface and
identified stones and minerals for his people to gather. He carried
a long-handled hammer and leaned upon it often as though he were
lame. With his help, the tribes found marble for foundations and
hewed great trees for walls.

The one who drew the most attention was the
female form of the one named Aphrodite, so named because of her
radiance that rose from the sea as she appeared to her tribe in the
west. Her skin was olive and her hair black as the starless night.
To the unfocused eye, she wore no robe and the features of her body
distracted all from their work raising the city. By her nature, she
was drawn to the thoughts of lovers and the passions they felt. At
night, she appeared, invisible, within the tents of couples as they
lay with each other. She watched and was intrigued.

The pair who would not be separated were
called twins by the hosts. Apollo and Artemis they were named and
their grateful tribe from the north swelled in size, both in number
and in girth, thanks to their skills with the bow. Apollo's
radiance persisted and flowed with the notes that emanated from his
instruments. Artemis was more withdrawn than her brother and
preferred to speak with animals as they traveled the lands. She
brought a great many within their host that she had turned by her
words into beasts fit for husbandry.

Demeter was a matronly being whose people
were nigh feral in the foothills of mountains before great rolling
plains. She carried a hollow wooden horn that she had filled with
wild grain from the fields. The grunting men and women who
descended the rocks were amazed by her skill in using stones to
grind grain and make flour. For weeks she taught them about the
cereal and showed them how to make bread. In the years of their
travels, her host advanced the most, taking up a complex tongue and
developing new uses for wild foods they found along the way.

The slight, youthful one who taught
shepherding to his people from the far northeast was named Hermes.
He was considered by other tribes as a messenger for he was skilled
with all tongues and helped each host speak to the other in the
early days of the city. In this manner, he helped begin the
practice of bartering among the tribes. He wore a simple loin
cloth, though it had feathers about the waist. Hermes carried a
white staff with a small golden globe atop it that he used to prod
animals and sometimes people along.

Dionysus was youthful in appearance and his
host was last to arrive. They were waylaid often with carousal and
what some would consider debauchery. He found fermented fruit and
presented it to each tribe he encountered as a gift. So enamored
with his endowment were they that all people followed and sought to
make such drink on their own. At one such celebration, Dionysus'
tribe was met by another host from the north being led by the
tender Hestia. She was a quiet being who led her people with a
flaming torch, for fire was unknown to them before her arrival. Her
demure nature was no match for the festive demeanor of Dionysus,
therefore much of her tribe sought to remain and revel with his.
She acquiesced and the hosts were merged. Dionysus led the swelled
tribe as one and Hestia moved with them as a diminished power.

Other tenders moved among the people as their
city was built. They made no show of their arrivals and sought only
to observe for a brief time before moving on. One was named Atlas.
He resided atop a mountain on an isle far away and was said to
watch and uphold the heavens above, though in reality he studied
the capsule that The One placed about the world. It was said that
Atlas had a companion not unlike a brother who was contemplative
and bided his time in the south. He was named Prometheus.

Some among the people were told that another
being lived within the world, seeking comfort in its stone and
soil. She was called Gaia, for that was a word one of the hosts had
for "soil" and the name pleased the ears of the tenders.

Another moved within the city at night and
was sighted in houses of healing wherein a body lay dying. His
countenance was fell and gaunt and he carried a tall staff of dark,
gnarled wood. He spoke to none and inspired fear in those that
beheld him. He was named Hades. Those who heard stories of his
coming and going were hopeful that they would not see him.

In the tongue of the tribe that Djeus loved,
the world was named "Kobol." Thus, the beings of light declared
themselves "The Lords of Kobol," and the people rejoiced at their
fortune.
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After many weeks of toil, the people and
tenders raised a village to call home. It was named "City of the
Gods" by both the gods and their followers.

It sat upon a river beneath the mountain of
the Lords' meeting. Many thousands labored to create homes and
markets. Two years later, the effort was declared complete.

As other tribes struggled to learn the tongue
of the Lords' leader, his name became corrupted and slurred into
"Zeus." The leader of the tenders did not mind for he was grateful
at the adoration bestowed upon him and his kind. A similar thing
happened to the name of the mount upon which the gods communed. A
tribe was unable to say the original name, but Athena liked the new
word better, and thus was it called "Olympus."

Along the bank of the river, Zeus arrayed his
fellow lords to address the gathered multitudes. The city of wood
and stone stood fresh and clean behind him. Fields of green lay
before him toward a mountain range in the southwest. He envisioned
a future when all he surveyed could be filled with people.

"My beloved," he said. His speech, regardless
of volume, was heard by all. "For years have we all desired to
gather in this place and create a home wherein we may all dwell in
happiness. There shall always be food. There shall always be
healing. There shall always be pleasure. There shall always be
safety. There shall always be peace."

At this, the Lord Ares was upset. He
complained unto Zeus in a blink, saying, "You would remove the
thing for which I exist? Ever have I strived to bring malice to the
worlds we visit. Ever have I strained to create discord. I am the
fire in which life is tempered and made stronger. Without my help,
this blade you forge may snap."

Zeus spoke unto him likewise without
humanity's knowledge, "You are correct. Your efforts will be
lessened but your presence will still be needed."

Ares remained resentful though he did not
protest further.

Zeus continued addressing the citizens,
saying, "We shall walk among you. We shall feast with you. We shall
love you, our people, for all time." The subjects cheered. "We, the
Lords of Kobol, shall reside and meet upon the mountain Olympus."
He gestured behind him to the tallest peak. "If in times of peril
you feel that we are not with you, look to that point. We shall be
there."

Demeter stepped forward, producing her horn
filled with golden grain. Athena stood beside her, holding a bough
of the olive tree. Demeter spoke, saying, "In the fields to the
west and south of the city we will expand our farms. An abundance
of food we will prepare that we might fill all your stomachs and
those of your kindred across the lands."

Poseidon held aloft his trident and removed
his cape, holding it high also. "We will craft boats to sail upon
the seas and reap the bounty that lies beneath the waves."

Dionysus held a large chalice and spoke, "The
fruit of the vine shall give you comfort and warmth after a long
day's toil!" The host that he brought remembered the ways of the
journey and rejoiced loudly.

Artemis led forth two animals and softly
said, "The animals of the wild shall be yours for slaughter, for
milk, for travel and for burden carrying. They will obey you for I
shall give you mastery over them."

Her brother, Apollo, brought forth his lyre,
strumming it and singing, "Gods and men alike, hear my song, both
day and night. Happiness shall we sow, across the land, in the sun
and snow. Your prayers the Lords will hear, with music, to draw all
near."

The crowd fell into a swoon in the hearing of
Apollo's song and voice. They were roused by the clanging of
Hephaestus' hammer upon a block of marble. "Pleased, though all we
Lords are in the accomplishments you have made thus far, we will
not bear stagnation. With the hammer and the chisel and the saw and
other tools besides, I will bring you up from what you know and now
behold as great and into ages of ability that your minds cannot yet
comprehend." Many assembled were confused and knew not what the god
was saying, and this pleased Hephaestus.

Hera and Aphrodite both moved forward and
held aloft their hands. To the crowds, Aphrodite beamed and Hera
appeared to be in a scowl, though next to Aphrodite, any expression
may be seen as lacking in beauty. Hera spoke first, saying, "Among
you thousands, half are women. Many tribes treat your mothers and
daughters and sisters like unto beasts, as if Artemis handed you
their leads. Women are the mothers of all and in them greater
strength can be found than has been seen in your greatest
warriors." At this, the women in the hosts held their heads high
and many of their men felt shame.

Aphrodite then spoke with lilting tones that
lifted every eye to hers, "The most important feeling within your
bosoms is that of love. With it, the slightest among you may move
great boulders. Without it, the stoutest may wilt and perish. This
world will know no great things without love. We give it to you and
we ask for it in return and that you give it freely to each
other."

"The City of the Gods is finished," said
Hermes. "The work is not. There are many tribes across the wide
lands that did not join our hosts and do not know our names and
ways." He held forth his hand and Artemis guided a sturdy horse to
his side. "I will gather unto me people willing to spread the word
of the gods so that we might bring more into the fold. The City
will swell and so will the people of Kobol."

Upon the marble stone that Hephaestus struck,
Hestia placed the end of her torch. The flame leapt from one to the
other, burning upon the small pillar though no fuel was there to
consume. "We, the Lords of Kobol, hallow this land and your homes.
Go now and be blessed, doing the will of the gods."

As the people departed, the gods and their
human liaisons chose among them emissaries to send into the world.
A group was chosen from each of the twelve hosts that converged
upon the break in the mountains. As this was done, Zeus peered into
the minds of each agent from each host and chose for them names for
the tribes, based upon the symbols and manners of their people.
With Zeus' blessing, Hermes counseled them and the messengers rode
forth.
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For centuries did Prometheus work in the
southern continent. Repeatedly he had been entreatied by his
brother, Atlas, to bring his host north so that they may join the
tribes there. Prometheus refused, saying his work was not yet
done.

Farms and villages emerged in the plains and
along the river where he first set his people down, and the
settlement was named Panopeus. They grew many foods, tended much
livestock and built buildings. Mills they did erect to grind grain
into flour. Stones and metals they gathered from the near mountains
and streams. Forges they fired to melt and mold them. In mere
decades, Prometheus' host was larger than any one of the twelve in
the north, numbering tens of thousands, and they were the most
hardy of all, for their technology gave them the high ground above
weather and adversity.

In one manner did Prometheus deem his tribe
yet weak: life itself. The power within each person he found
lacking. Though a man or woman was strong in spirit, their bodies
did not last more than sixty or so cycles about the sun. For this,
Prometheus was grieved.

On seeing the death of the first leader of
his host, Muv, Prometheus moved into the north briefly to call upon
Hades, the being he knew to be acquainted with such matters. The
God of the Underworld, as the northern tribes knew him, came south
with Prometheus to speak and observe.

"In other worlds," Prometheus said as Hades
watched the slow, heaving chest of a dying gray-mantled man, "we
saw lives that extended far along the growth of the Trees."

Hades nodded. "The One was able to harvest
much from their contributions."

"Not so with these," Prometheus said, sadly.
"They are akin to flies. In the great span of time, their lives are
so short."

"Still, they influence growth. Their ends
influence growth, too."

Prometheus was confused. "In what
manner?"

Hades looked north as he spoke, "I have
witnessed it among the great host that has gathered. Because each
person is loved by at least a few, their lives continue on in their
survivors' memories. They influence the growth of the Tree even
after their deaths."

"This I had not considered."

"Indeed." Hades knelt by the bed of the man
and watched his chest swell the final time. "This man, though. He
has none by his side?"

"No," Prometheus said. "He was unknown to
most and outlived the family he brought with him."

"His part in the growth will be small." Hades
stood and leaned upon his staff. "It is important that the people
move among themselves and connect with each other. In this way, all
are strengthened."

Prometheus heard but he asked, while staring
at the dead man, "Why are you drawn to their ends?"

Hades shrugged, "It is my part. I observe the
termination of their lives to perceive what carries on in others.
How the one who has passed affects those who remain. In other
planes when death was not so common, I had other duties. Here,
though," he leaned forward and closed the man's eyelids, "I sense I
shall be consumed with this work."

Decades later, still saddened by the deaths
of so many among them, Prometheus knew that his host's time was
short. Though its numbers swelled, the being despaired over the
loss of so much knowledge and wisdom, as well as the departure of
good people. He decided the time had come for his tribe to ready
for their journey north to join with their kin.

"You have done amazing works in so short a
time," he said, addressing them from a wooden platform. "There are
smithies among us who make great tools and fashion beautiful art.
Weavers who make our clothes. Farmers who grow our food. Teachers
who instruct our children in language and in the ways of life.
Truly, this is a great people."

The tribe was pleased and shouted praises to
Prometheus' name. He held his hands forth, swatting the compliments
from the air.

"No, no. You have done this work and I have
only aided your efforts." The people lowered their heads in
respect. "Our people will continue to grow and we shall always have
a presence here in the south, but the time has come for our journey
north to meet our brothers and sisters gathered there."

There were whispered voices and many were
concerned. The leader of the people, Deucalion, stepped forth and
lowered his head. "My lord, we are glad to make the journey but we
are afraid for this land is all that we have known."

Prometheus nodded and pulled the man onto the
platform with him. "I understand your worries, Deucalion. You
should not fear. The journey will be long but we shall see sights
you have not yet dreamed. We will eat foods you have not yet
tasted. We will meet, at long last, my brothers and sisters that
live there and guide your kin."

Though many were still wary, they lowered
their heads in respect.

"A portion shall remain," Prometheus
continued. "But the greater part shall walk with me."

Moved by the being's speech, a man yelled
out, "I will go, my lord!"

"And I!" said another. In the crowd, many
more called out likewise.

Prometheus smiled and raised his right hand.
"Then you shall come. Many will stay and continue to water the
Great Tree in Panopeus, but the remainder will follow and gather
harvest for The One as we go."

And the assemblage responded mightily, "So
say we all!"
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As Prometheus toiled in the south in the
years before his tribe began their journey, the Lords of Kobol in
the north adjusted to life so near their subjects.

Apollo dwelled among them, teaching them
music and the arts of healing using herbs and salves. Artemis
taught them hunting. Hera blessed families and wed couples.
Poseidon built vessels and hallowed them for the sea. Hephaestus
constructed forges and factories to produce materials for building.
Ares assuaged his perceived hurt and taught the people aggressive
sport.

Zeus began to fall into the trap that would
finally ensnare him. In the beginning days of the City, the leader
of the tenders moved among the people freely and openly in a form
that pleased their eyes and gave forth a welcoming aura. In this
was he comforted, for in the many ages of service to The One, the
tenders ever would remain concealed and speak their encouragements
unto the select beings that may aid the growth of their world's
Tree. This is why he devised the Wager, that his kind's abilities
may be explored and their work more evident.

With his movements, great crowds were drawn
and as the people were succored by his radiance, Zeus was succored
in their revelry. He used his talents to produce great illusions
and fires that lit the night sky. Beasts he conjured from
nothingness and the altering of the land about him likewise
entertained the masses. After many weeks did Zeus desire only to
live with the people that they may be always an audience for
him.

In this would he soon be satisfied for the
people took upon themselves the task of creating a great structure,
built with tremendous slabs of marble and rising higher than any
other structure within the City. They called it a temple and it was
the first such building dedicated unto a tender on all of Kobol.
Zeus swelled with pride at its unveiling. He drew all the people of
the City unto him and even some of the Lords, who later desired
such temples of their own.

"With this act," Zeus said, "you have
demonstrated to me your love and honor. You have also said unto me
that you wish for my presence and in this I shall not disappoint."
The people rejoiced and a feast was had. Birds were loosed, music
was played and at the event's culmination, a great bull was led
forth from the farms without the City and placed upon a golden pan.
Its throat was slit and the beast was then consumed by fire and its
ashes preserved until the fall of Kobol five millennia hence.

When he beheld the sacrifice, Zeus knew in
his mind that this was a remaining trope of their pagan ways. Yet
Zeus felt humbled by the sacrifice for he understood its weight and
meaning within his heart. Forever was he receptive of such gifts
and he returned unto the people great joy and easements of their
burdens.

It was Aphrodite, though, whose interests
held the fates of nearly all her kind. She continued her stealthy
watch over passionate couples as they lay in bed. She fed off their
emotions and the energies that comingled within bodies and minds.
After a time, she grew hungry for more.

Seeking the lustful fervor that humans shared
daily, Aphrodite approached Ares. This was the only god that she
perceived to have the same ardor within, though his fire burned for
war and rage and not physical love.

"I have found an ecstasy within mankind that
may please you," she said to him.

Ares was doubtful, "I have only sought
violence and the stirrings that spilled blood raise."

"This I know," Aphrodite said as she moved
closer to him. "Zeus has commanded that you divert your thirsts."
At this Ares' face again betrayed displeasure. "What I have found
may appease you."

Doubting still, Ares acquiesced and Aphrodite
blended her light with his. For days and nights upon Olympus, the
two Lords glowed together though no such duplication of man's
passion could be found.

It was Aphrodite who was the more angered. "I
have watched as man entered woman and man entered man and woman
entered woman. I felt the swelling of their hearts and their rush
of energies in their minds. How can we, as gods unto them, not
experience the same?"

Ares found her frustration amusing and
chuckled at her disappointment. "Perhaps Zeus is withholding a
passion from you as well."

She was not pleased and she took Ares by the
hand. Leading him, they moved imperceptibly down the mountain and
into the City as the sun set in the west. There, within a wooden
hut, Aphrodite found a husband copulating with his wife. They were
young and had no children. Like a fresh stream of air to a
smothered beast, Aphrodite inhaled their mutual exaltation and was
hungered the more. An idea occurred to her.

"Let us move into them so that we might feel
as they feel. We shall use them as great steeds, bounding upon the
plains, luxuriating in the journey until they are utterly
spent."

As Ares watched the duo unawares, he saw
within their expressions the pleased agonies he enjoyed in the
arena. He could see that there was pain and that pleasure was
derived from it. For the first time, he saw the wisdom in
Aphrodite's desire. Without a word, he consented and moved into the
body of the man. Encouraged and elated, Aphrodite moved her spirit
into the woman.

The husband and wife knew not what happened.
Their waking minds were pushed aside as the gods used their flesh.
For a time, the deities did not know what to do though their bodies
were already intertwined. Upon his first thrust within Aphrodite's
costume, Ares felt the sweeping pleasure that moved from his loins
and throughout his body. His mind reeled and his light nearly fell
from the man's being. He recovered and moved again.

Aphrodite, likewise, was bewildered at the
sensations. She gripped the man about the waist and pulled him
deeper within the woman she inhabited, again and again. Each
pressing brought her the fevered satisfaction she had long
desired.

After a time, Ares felt a swelling within his
body. It encouraged him further and he drove harder. There seemed
to be a struggle to continue, thus Ares poured his will into the
action. A moment later, the body he had taken spilled its seed
within the woman and Ares was weakened. His light dimmed and he
again nearly fell from the flesh.

The woman spoke in echoes of Aphrodite, "Do
not halt yet. The passions swirl within yet I have not reached
their end."

Ares' felt that the body he bore was
exhausted and yet he wished to pursue that pleasure more. He again
poured himself and his will into the act and plunged again into the
woman's body. Aphrodite verbalized her ecstasy and prodded Ares
further. Again, Ares felt the swelling and he again bolstered his
will within that flesh. As seed was spilled, Ares willed himself to
stay within the man while the body that Aphrodite inhabited
quivered and shook. Her spirit left the body and the dim light
drifted from the home aimlessly. Ares saw this and retreated as
well. The couple they used collapsed in their bed and fell into a
deep sleep.

In the setting sun – for the two gods coupled
an entire day – Ares found Aphrodite's weak glow and he moved
within it to revive her. She awakened and resumed her usual
raiment. Her face glowed brighter than the norm and she said, "We
must do this again."

Excited by the passions he felt, Ares was
cautious. "We entered them with the intention of using their bodies
until they were utterly spent, but, lo, it was we, the Lords, who
were nearly spent. Twice I nearly fell from the man and at
copulation's end, your spirit fell from the woman. Your flare was
cast adrift and dreadfully weakened."

At this Ares paused and lifted his hands. The
being felt the weight of his own non-body for the first time.
"Something has changed."

"Yes," Aphrodite responded. "In bringing
about the climax, I concentrated my being and poured it within her
body. I feel lighter … and yet more laden."

Ares withdrew from her, shaking his head, "I
cannot do this again and not know to what end this affects me."

Aphrodite understood, yet she was sorely
disappointed.

Some months later, as the Lords went about
their business in the temples, in the fields, in homes and atop
mountains, they heard something new enter the world.

"Behold," Zeus said. He drew unto him all of
the gods that would come. Gaia remained within Kobol, Atlas upon
Atlantis and Prometheus in the south, but the remainder of their
kind lit upon the peak of Mount Olympus. "Something has occurred
that we have not before perceived. Has one of our kind
returned?"

"A tender?" Hera asked. "I sensed the
departure of our brothers at the first gathering of the hosts yet
it is not their presence I feel now."

Poseidon cast his eyes toward the City and
said, "Let us cloak ourselves and seek this new thing out. If it is
like unto us, then we should gather it unto us."

Zeus agreed and the gods hid their lights,
descended the mountain and moved into the City. They came before
the door of a house of healing and Hades visage, not obscured from
the other Lords, was delighted.

"I have no part in this," he spoke as he
pulled away from the group. "It is the opposite of my works."

The gods moved within the structure and both
Aphrodite and Ares felt a weight upon their forms, the like of
which they had not experienced since their coupling. The divine
entered a room and found there, in a blanketed rack, a child. In
the perception of the Lords, its spirit glowed like no human but as
though it were an Olympian.

"What is this?" Hermes asked.

Knowing what transpired, Aphrodite and Ares
spoke in unison. "This child is ours."

After returning to the mount, Zeus bade them
recount the tale. The pair complied and the rest of the gods were
amazed. Athena took note of their weakness after the union and
would ask after it later.

"In the ages we have served The One," Zeus
began, "something of this sort has not happened."

"We were created by The One to guide life in
the growth of each planet's will," Hera said. "We were to aid
beings upon these worlds so that they might survive and continue to
think and advance their kinds. Never before have we … created
life."

"This is something that The One itself has
not done," Ares said haughtily.

"It created us," Hestia said.

Ares responded with a tinge of anger, "But we
already existed. The One elevated us beyond our native abilities
that we may do its will."

Zeus agreed with Ares, saying eagerly, "This
is something that we alone have the power to do. In the short years
we have left to us in this Wager, we should create beings like us
among the people so that we further entrench ourselves in their
souls."

Athena was worried and she spoke, saying, "I
fear that this distracts us from The One's plan."

"The plan would not be endangered," Hermes
said. "Humanity will advance and think for themselves. They will
live at peace with each other and this world. Our contributions –
our children – will only supplement the plan."

"Yes," Aphrodite said. "The Great Tree will
be watered further thanks to this."

"And what of your infirmities after the
intercourse?" Athena replied. "You said that you poured your selves
and your will into the flesh that the seed for these children might
be hallowed. Does not your debilitation speak of a flaw in this
thinking?"

The gods pondered this and Aphrodite spoke,
"I felt weakened for a time and again upon the meeting of our son,
but I am not now encumbered thus. Besides, if my flame in this
world is lessened by bringing further life into it, this is a price
I am willing to pay."

The Lords considered this also and Zeus
lifted his hand. "I deem it good that we move among the people
causing them to bear our children and therefore melding ourselves
and our tribes more closely." He looked toward Athena, "I will not,
however, command that this be done."

And the Lords left Mount Olympus and entered
the City of the Gods. Aphrodite and Ares returned to the side of
their child, telling the parents what they had done. The couple
then felt blessed that they were used in such a manner and named
the boy Eros. Because he carried within him a portion of the
lifeforce of the gods themselves, he persisted more than four times
the life that most men experienced. He worked in the service of his
mother, Aphrodite, for most of his days and was said to dwell upon
Olympus after his body's death.

Many of the other gods found couples to
inhabit for the purposes of procreation. Some did so with the
consent of their subjects, but some did not. Zeus it was who went
among the most women, causing them to birth many children. Those
children borne of mortal women not so possessed by another deity
lived double the time of most, yet half that of Eros and his like.
Some of these divine progeny enter these tales in later years.

Of the Lords of Kobol, only Athena, Artemis,
Hades, Hestia and Prometheus forever denied themselves the sapping
of their energy for the creation of life. The other gods did so
with great frequency and were therefore lessened in stature and in
the brightness of their being.
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Prometheus led his host of some forty
thousand north to the coasts of the southern land. They fashioned
craft to sail upon the water to the islands that lay between the
continents. Two years after they first left their homes,
Prometheus' tribe reached the southern shores of the lands of the
Sagittarius tribe.

"Is this an invasion?" an elder asked.

"No," Prometheus said, appearing before the
man's very eyes. "This is a reunion."

Thus the multitude moved north, fending for
sustenance on their own, yet sometimes being helped by the tribes
they encountered. Zeus and the other gods heard of the host's
coming and they were pleased. "The Thirteenth Tribe is coming,"
Zeus announced. "We shall make ready for them."

Two years fully passed before Prometheus'
people reached the break in the mountains. They passed alongside
farms and moved into the valley beneath Olympus. Hestia it was who
welcomed them first and bade them erect tents and temporary lodging
in the plains to the west of the City of the Gods, away from the
mountains and somewhat near the sea.

Zeus summoned all the Lords to a council upon
the peak of Mount Olympus. Prometheus appeared there as a being of
light for the first time since his arrival on Kobol.

"I am pleased to see that you have come,"
Zeus said, "though your delay in so doing has vexed me these many
years."

Prometheus answered, "It has been four
hundred thirty revolutions about their sun. There is plenty of time
left to us. I wished to see my tribe elevated greatly before they
became assimilated."

Athena was also pleased, "The Thirteenth
Tribe is great in number and in intellect."

"They are," Prometheus said. Though his light
showed no face, his expression was vainglorious. "We labored long
to have great tools from the forge, medicines for healing and
learning for all. The One shall be greatly pleased."

At this, Zeus grew troubled. "You have told
your host about The One?"

"I have."

Zeus grew fearful and he looked toward
Poseidon, Hermes and others for unspoken counsel. He noted that
they, too, were distraught. In recent years, many of the Lords had
become fawned before, like Zeus was at the first. "You sought to
exclude yourself from the rule of Kobol. For what reason?"

Prometheus knew something was amiss. "In the
beginning, The One charged us with the keeping of these people and
the growth of their Tree for five thousand years."

"Indeed," Zeus said. "I purposed to
demonstrate to The One that our direct interactions would further
these beings greater than the withdrawn observations and whispered
prodding that has been our practice."

"Yes, and this I have done." Prometheus
replied.

"Yet in so doing," Zeus said, "you have
placed The One atop all the world."

Prometheus was bewildered and knew not what
Zeus had in mind. "Yes?"

"In the City of the Gods, we are elevated.
Each element of Kobol and of their lives is attributed to us and
they worship us accordingly." Zeus moved toward Prometheus. "Your
people would deny these powers in us?"

Prometheus grew sore afraid and withdrew from
the mount. He appeared in the valley below by a horse to startle it
toward the encampment of his host. He then appeared by the side of
his second, Deucalion, and spoke unto him hurriedly.

"We have journeyed into grave danger. You
must move south without delay and return unto our people."

Deucalion spoke not and instead climbed atop
the horse that now approached. Prometheus guided Pyrrha,
Deucalion's wife, to the beast and struck the animal's
hindquarters. It darted to the west and began to turn south around
the far side of the mountains.

Prometheus disappeared again, feeling that
his kin were near to him. He moved into the City of the Gods to
find answers among the people and he was astounded at what he
discovered. Mingled among the humanity, Prometheus saw the glow of
light not unlike the Lords themselves but dwelling within mortal
flesh. Immediately, Ares and Hermes were upon him and the three
reappeared atop Olympus.

"What have you done, O Zeus?" Prometheus
asked. "I have seen the flame of our sort living within the people
of the tribes. The One would assuredly be aggrieved."

The brightness of Zeus' person waxed and his
voice grew angry, "The dominion of Kobol was given unto us! We
shall cause great progress for the people and ease the growth of
their culture! The One's place will come at the end of things."

"The One is yet absent," Prometheus said,
"but it shall not be forgotten."

Zeus cast his vision toward the encampment of
the Thirteenth Tribe. "How zealous is your host in their love for
The One?"

Prometheus struggled against the grip of Ares
and Hermes and showed great animus. "Their mantra is to live and to
love and to be at peace with all they know and all they see. This
is The One's plan for all thinking life. Why should you impede
it?"

"I do no such thing," Zeus said. "I require
unity in thought and purpose. If the Wager is to be won by our
doing, so it must be. The teachings you have bestowed on your tribe
would undermine all." He pointed to Ares and thundered, "Restrain
him fast." To Hephaestus and Hestia, he commanded, "Move into the
City and prepare to shore up the buildings with your will." The
gods were confounded yet they obeyed.

In the smallest of moments between time that
the Lords managed thought, Zeus' mind raced. A great host lay in
the valley below and within their minds, they carried a poison that
could wipe clean the efforts the Pantheon had undertaken. The trust
the Olympians shored up would turn to anger and the power they
wielded would diminish. And not least of all, Zeus feared he would
lose the adulation of the masses, upon which he had gorged for
these last decades. In this manner was he like unto a drunkard
whose only nourishment was wine, though it be to his detriment.

For neither the first nor the last time did
Zeus also lament the limiting of his power by The One as a
condition of the tender's scheme. As a blinded man stumbling within
a crowd, the tenders were all diminished for their sight into the
future was curtailed. In their prior efforts to bolster worlds'
Trees, the beings of light were able to perceive elements of what
was to come. On Kobol, this was no longer true.

Zeus' thought clouded by fear and his ability
weakened by both the Wager and the dispensing of his energy into
his semi-divine children, he did act rashly and in later times, he,
too, realized this and would repent.

"Poseidon," Zeus said, "move into the sea and
quake the bed. Push onto the shore a wave of exceeding height that
the Thirteenth Tribe might be washed away."

Prometheus trembled and wailed within Ares'
grasp, but the god held him too tightly. Poseidon descended and
moved under the waves and began to do as Zeus willed. The first
tremors came and Zeus directed the remaining Lords to the western
borders of the City. There they willed into being a wall to shield
their own hosts from the deluge.

Prometheus struggled and begged for the lives
of his people and Zeus ignored him. Above the lands far below, both
Zeus and Prometheus watched in amazement as a torrent the height of
twenty men inundated the land. The screams of the tribe were faint
and a cool breeze drifted along the mountainside, betraying the
violence below. Tents and beasts and families floated upon the
crashing waves that floundered against the divine barrier at the
City's edge. The foam roiled and pulled the detritus back to sea as
Poseidon bid.

The Lords' subjects within the protection of
the gods saw what had transpired and were astonished at the power
of their protectors. For ages after, the followers of the Lords of
Kobol would retell the tale of the Olympians and how they saved the
few while so much humanity was sent to the deep in a Great
Flood.

When the water receded, all of the Pantheon
gathered upon Olympus again. Ares did not loosen his grip nor would
that have been wise. Zeus then pronounced further judgment.

"I have granted you latitude in the past to
pursue your ends as you see fit. This shall not be again." Zeus
formed a fist and Prometheus was bound. "You are henceforth
banished from the northern lands. You are to remain in the south as
you have since our beginning. Return unto the remnant of your
tribe, but know this: no incursion by you or by your hosts on these
shores shall go unchallenged in the future."

Prometheus vanished without uttering a word
and Zeus then kept his eye toward the coasts, searching for
Prometheus ever after.

Several of the Lords were wary of what
transpired. Hestia, Artemis and Athena were most distressed and
considered a departure from Kobol, though none would voice this
aloud. Apollo, Aphrodite and Demeter were likewise concerned, but
they had grown accustomed to the fawning of their own people and
saw some measure of wisdom in preventing that throng from joining
the rest. Ares, though, swelled with excitement and he asked, "If
his people come north again, shall I wage war upon them?"

Zeus was lost in thought but he responded
simply, "Yes."
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Prometheus reappeared outside of the main
encampment in the southern lands atop a small knoll. He made no
effort to conceal his being nor to cloak himself in the human-like
raiment that his people knew and loved. He was seated on the grassy
ridge and wept.

A group of farmers saw a shadowy form on the
hill and noted the ebbing flame within it. Warily, they approached
and said, "What is this?"

Prometheus was brought forth from his misery
and resumed his familiar appearance. The farmers knelt before him
but the being lifted them presently and spoke in a scolding tone,
"Do not bow for I am no god."

"Yes, my lord," the eldest said.

"The One is worthy of worship for it nurtures
and supports life."

"So say we all," the group uttered
meekly.

Prometheus looked into Panopeus over the
field and he hovered above the crops. In a short time, he stood in
the village square and bade all the people approach.

"I have returned from the north and I bear
terrible news." Prometheus hesitated and mustered his strength. "A
great flood befell the multitude and they were wiped into the sea."
At this, many fell to their knees and mourned loudly.

The tender gave great thought to his words.
He wished to heap blame upon Zeus and the Olympians for their
willingness to slaughter his tribe, but he feared relaying the
story in its entire to his own people. They could have easily held
Prometheus in contempt for not protecting them or for being of the
same kind as the murderers. In his time of mourning, the being
wanted to hold dear the love of those who remained.

"Shall we move north again, my lord?" one
asked.

Prometheus shook his head. "Discounting the
flood, the lands were not as welcoming as I had hoped. Here in the
south we shall remain and build ourselves up. This tribe shall
become a nation of the strong and of the keen minded. Ages may pass
but a time will come when we shall rise again."

Still anguished, the people nodded with some
saying, "So say we all."

For years thereafter, Prometheus worked
diligently among the citizens, giving unto them secrets for which
they were not yet prepared. The knowledge haunted many until means
could be found to achieve their leader's aims. Whole centuries
would pass before their methods met the level of their wisdom and
in that time, the numbers of their people diminished. Prometheus
rejoiced when a way of alleviating this ill was prepared, though
the fruit of these labors was not seen for nearly twenty-five
hundred years after the Flood.
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Hundreds of thousands of humans worshipped
the Lords of Kobol and they were pleased. The mortal and immortal
dwelled together and it was a stable time of plenty and of peace,
known afterward as the Golden Age.

The center of this kingdom remained in the
City of the Gods, which lay within the northwestern portion of
Galatia, the northern continent. Other cities were established in
the western half of Galatia, often with the aid of a god. Athena
helped found Athens. The twins, Artemis and Apollo, facilitated the
building of Delphi. Hephaestus rose great forges in Lemnos, and so
on.

A century after the Flood, a daughter was
born unto Demeter and she was named Persephone. At the goddess'
request, the human parents of the child gave her up and she was
raised in Eleusis where Demeter dwelled not unlike a true mother.
Persephone grew and took part in her mother's worship, enabled the
sowing of crops and blessed the harvest. She was exceedingly
beautiful for the light that had been Demeter's dwelt just under
her flesh and glowed in both day and night.

So active was Persephone in the function of
her mother's worship that the farmers bowed before her and praised
her as if she were a goddess also. In time, age captured even her
after one hundred fifty years, for she was conceived with only one
Lord in possession of her worldly parents. The decades before her
passing were marked with great bounties from the fields and those
who depended upon these crops gave their thanks unto her. The
season after her death, there came upon the land a drought and the
harvests suffered.

The people of Kobol were not immediately told
of Persephone's passing, though they believed some doom was at work
when Demeter herself was seen weeping and weary whilst being
comforted by Hades. Hades was rarely noted among the living, and
with the new absence of Persephone, the people feared that Hades
had taken Demeter's child. Thus the foul harvest they deemed, and
also the only dim spot in the many days of the Golden Age.

The following year, Demeter woke from her
despondency, rains swept onto the lands and the crops gave forth
plenty. The worshippers credited Persephone's escape from Hades'
grasp for the return of both the harvest and Demeter's pleasant
demeanor. Demeter did not see fit to deny this thought in the minds
of her faithful for she was still greatly saddened by her
daughter's death. She would not, in fact, participate in another
child's birth for the remainder of the Lords' reign upon Kobol.

The Voras Mountains separated the west from
the east for the range stretched from the land of the Gemini and
Taurus tribes in the north to the Virgo and Aquarius tribes in the
south. In the east at the beginning of their time, several gods
gathered large hosts for the march to the City of the Gods, but few
journeys of the Lords took place east of the Voras Mountains
afterward. Centuries before when Hermes rode out from the City with
messengers of the gods, his travels went no farther than the edge
of the Ordos Desert. Still, a great number of lesser heathen tribes
remained in the eastern world and Zeus willed that all beings on
Kobol turn their minds toward him. Therefore he desired that these
people be taken under his sway.

"The western lands are secure," he said, "and
strongholds for our twelve tribes have been raised in every corner
of Galatia, but barbarians hold resources and whole country sides
in the far east. For a thousand revolutions about the sun, we have
labored and secured the people of our hosts in their homes. We must
do the same for all upon this world."

"What of the remnant of Prometheus' folk in
Scythia, in the far south?" Hestia asked wryly, knowing that this
would agitate the leader.

Zeus became flustered and he waved his hand.
"The Thirteenth Tribe may abide there, untouched, for now. I will
not consider them until it is needed." He moved toward Ares and saw
the god of rage had winnowed and appeared slight. "Your time has
come."

The Lord swelled and his fire sparked anew.
"War is upon us?"

Zeus pointed east. "No. War is upon them."
Zeus had cast his eye into the land of the rising sun and saw that
mammoth throngs had arisen and some even fell upon the cities of
the Olympian subjects. "Hephaestus and the forges of Lemnos shall
be stoked and a great many swords shall be placed in the hands of
our people. They will march from the west unto the godsless,
raising the points of their weapons high like unto a parading
forest of steel. They will be clad in skins of bronze and carry
great banners bearing the symbols of their faith and their
nations."

Ares flushed hot and descended to Lemnos.
There, he found Hephaestus and his best smiths hard at work
producing scores upon scores of fresh, sharpened blades. He was
terribly impatient and his voice echoed for weeks while he bellowed
for battle and pushed the workers to mold more armor and beat more
weaponry. It was some months before a sufficient armament had been
produced.

In the meantime, Zeus commanded that Poseidon
raise a cavalry, for he was greatly fond of horses. In fact, the
God of the Sea was the only tender who went in unto a beast in the
act of copulation, compromising the spirit of the animal and
pouring out their divine light into the offspring. Some years
before, Poseidon engaged in this manner with a sturdy mare and the
great foal birthed was named Arion.

From Arion's long-lived and magnificent stock
came a great number of steeds that made up Poseidon's first group
of mounted warriors. Arion himself went into battle, ridden by the
Sagittarian Adrastus, and they conquered many tribes along the
southern coast before the elder beast became weary of fighting and
returned home.

The animalistic offspring of the gods were
not the only progeny of the Lords that went into battle. Many names
of legend did thus and their tales follow.
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While the western world of Galatia enjoyed
the Golden Age, great legions of archers, spearmen, swordsmen and
horsemen swelled from the lands of Sagittarius and Virgo to move
along the southern coast. Accompanied by Lord Ares at the start,
the tens of thousands took few slings and arrows in their
traversing of Aquarius and the purging of backward hill people.
There were many who surrendered and they were allowed to remain in
their lands if they swore allegiance to the Lords of Kobol. There
were a scant few who did not entertain this option.

With much of Aquarius secured, the armored
multitude moved north to the Ordos Desert and the lands set aside
for the Scorpio tribe. Nomadic peoples quickly surrendered and the
Lords' influence expanded again. At this, Lord Ares was
angered.

"I have come for the crashing of metal and
the spilling of blood yet I find only cowards and children willing
to wither in my presence?" And the god vanished from the host,
returning to Olympus.

The army continued on to the south and in the
western portion of the Leo nation, the forces met their first true
challenge. Calling themselves the Kymereh, a confederation of
infidels gathered among the low hills beneath the Rhodope Mountains
and assailed the capital city of the Leo, named Nemea. The general
of the Lords' forces, Bellerophon, rode upon Pegasus, a grandson of
the great horse Arion.

The Kymereh used large wooden catapults for
the throwing of hot stones and casks of oil. They carried swords
not unlike the armies of Zeus for they had taken these methods from
the people they sacked across the sparse settlements in the
southeast. The western legions quailed for this would be the first
true measure of their quality and no god stood alongside them. The
sons of Ares, Phobos and Deimos, tried to rally them, but even they
were not successful.

"We shall sweep into the meadow and drive
them out!" Bellerophon cried while he rode before his lines. "This
host shall split thrice and we shall puncture the enemy upon the
points of our trident!"

The men and women were steeled and they moved
into battle. Fires and boulders were heaped upon them but the
greater of their numbers survived and marched onward at a livelier
speed. The mass divided in three directions to both surround the
enemy and to drive into their heart. Once the Lords' forces were
near unto the Kymereh, the savage enemy revealed their bows and
arrows and their own cavalry. The multitude was caught unawares and
hundreds were slain quickly.

The cavalry of the west was delayed on the
outer rim of the advancing army but Bellerophon saw what
transpired. He gave Pegasus a swift kick and it is said that the
beast moved as though it had wings. The steed bounded around
soldiers and over the hills to the larger part of his force.
Bellerophon gathered the cavalry unto him and they moved into the
thick of the Kymereh, trampling all they could under hoof.
Bellerophon was attacked in the heat of the engagement with spined
bolas, the thorned ropes puncturing his eyes. He led the troops
without sight yet he knew he could not remain their general.

A full third of the gods' armies were
destroyed though they saved western Leo and prevented the sacking
of Nemea. Riders were sent back to the City of the Gods to report
while much of the host marched south to purge the Kymereh from the
jungles.

Some time later, Ares returned, eager and
ready for battle. Zeus returned also and with his son Heracles, a
great fighter of exceeding stature. Theseus, son of Poseidon, was
named general and readied to move north with the army. Ares and
Zeus remained with the soldiers for their entire time upon the
march, while other gods like Hermes, Apollo, Artemis and Poseidon
came to provide aid. Zeus, however, ordered the Lords to not
directly interfere, but instead inspire their own troops that their
victories may seem more accomplished by their own doing.

At the northern borders of Leo, a remnant of
the Kymereh goaded the multitude into battle by desecrating the
sigil of the Leo nation, a great golden lion. Heracles parleyed
with the Kymerean warlord, who wore the skin of a jungle lion as
his cloak. In single combat, Heracles dispatched the man quickly
and the haggard forces were stunned. Seeing Heracles moving toward
them, now wearing the lion skin himself, the opponents surrendered,
swearing allegiance to the Lords of Kobol.

Ares felt impatient again for a time,
thinking he had missed the wealth of battle. His distress was
shortlived for in the foothills of the Pindus Mountains on the
eastern borders of the Cancer nation, they fell upon an encampment
of numbers near to their own, and this was said to be but a portion
of the full host.

They called themselves the Draco and this
people carried banners bearing the visage of a great reptile, full
of teeth and of enormous girth. The armies of Zeus had the
advantage and quickly attacked. Ares stood amid the greatest fury
of the clash, his skin pulsing with blood and his stature
increasing as each Draco soldier fell. Confused and wary though
they were of these strange beings, the Draco fought on and managed
to slay a full quarter of the western legions.

The battle was won but Zeus feared for the
near future. He peered into the minds of captured soldiers and saw
the true number of the throngs that remained in the north. He then
devised a plan and took counsel with Ares, Heracles and
Theseus.

The group rested and then moved north to face
the greatest of the Draco regiments near their capital of Ladon.
The armies of Zeus stood at a distance from the defenders and
awaited their actions. Finally, they set upon the bronze-covered
infantry with a fury and Theseus fought at the front, swinging his
great sword. Ares fought not and instead rallied the Olympian
legions with his chants and his contagious rage. The Draco began to
fall back and hope left them.

Then, from a nearby river, a monstrous beast
rose before the noonday sun. Its body was long and scaled. Light
glistened along its sides in emerald green and tremendous wings
sprang from its back. It turned toward the field and its red eyes
cast hot beams upon the forces of the gods. The Pantheon's soldiers
cowered and their courage was diminished.

The Draco were astonished to see the beast of
their banners realized and they knew their primordial deity had
come to defend them. They rallied and pressed against the Olympian
foes, but Theseus held them at bay. The great dragon landed upon
the plain and blew searing flame across the western army.
Battalions fled and screamed in agony and the teeth of the huge
beast glistened like silver as it moved toward prone soldiers.

Then, riding upon one of Poseidon's mighty
steeds, Heracles came to the field and he approached the evil worm
without fear. It turned in stark surprise at such audacity and
hesitated to spray its immolation again. Heracles dashed over the
dead and leapt upon the animal's skull, using its ear as a foothold
for climbing onto its head. He grasped the wavering quills above
its eyes and sat upon its brow. The dragon took flight, moving low
over the field in an attempt to shake the man from its body.

Heracles removed an ebony spear, Ares' own,
from his back and plunged it first into the dragon's left eye and
then its right. It bellowed and blew heat before crashing back to
land. Blinded, it flopped upon the Draco forces and floundered on
the blood-stained grass. Heracles held forth his hand and Theseus
tossed to him the gleaming blade of Zeus. Its edge was raked behind
the jaw of the dragon and veins poured forth steaming blackness.
With the prey wailing, Heracles then drove the sword's point until
its hilt pressed under the animal's neck scales, silencing it once
and for all. It lay motionless for a time and its great heart beat
slower and slower. When it stopped, the body became faded and it
blew away in the breeze like the ash from a spent cookfire.

Though they outnumbered the Olympian host
nearly three to one, the Draco hordes across all of the Cancer
nation tossed aside their arms in dismay and pledged allegiance
unto the Lords of Kobol. From the windstrewn ash of the dragon,
Zeus reconstituted himself in his usual form and was pleased that
his deception worked so well.

For the next six years, the armies of Zeus
moved north and then west again, gathering more wayward clans to
their banner. The godsless fell under the sway of Zeus, hearing of
his wrath yet feeling the warmth of his presence. Few battles
followed, yet Theseus and Ares saw action in the forests of the
Taurus nation. Thus was Ares' lust sated for a few centuries
more.

After more years of marching and some further
spilling of blood, the many people of Galatia became counted as
subjects of the Lords of Kobol and the Lords traveled among all of
the lands, both west and east, building up their cities and
settlements and passing along such furtherances as they saw
fit.
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Think not that all stories of the Golden Age
were either based in war or in peace. In the latter part of this
time, there was strife among the Lords themselves, for many had
given themselves over to the desires of mortal beings.

For the untold ages that the tenders labored
in service of The One, they were accorded great power and
perception yet the one ability they did not have was in the
creation of life. When Aphrodite and Ares discovered that they
could engage in this activity, or so they believed, most of the
gods glommed onto the concept and thus their days were often
spent.

They reveled in their doing of things they
had not done before. They continued their displays of magic before
throngs of their subjects. They paraded about in festivals held in
their name under the eaves of glistening marble temples that bore
their likenesses. They drained their light and energy in the making
of life that their offspring may have some portion of their being.
As has been said, this act diminished the Lords, gradual, though it
may have been. Their perceptions weakened in step with their power
as each child required more of their effort. Into the deathless,
petty natures crept.

Poseidon was a god who frequently copulated
while possessing men and women and sometimes even animals. His
capacity was far less than that of Athena, who as a virgin in this
regard, maintained her levels of acumen and fortitude.

At one time, Poseidon confronted Athena in
her temple in the presence of a lovely priestess named Medousa.
Poseidon beseeched the goddess to fornicate with him for he wished
to defile her purity. Athena refused and bade him leave, but the
priestess asked that the goddess reconsider, saying that she,
Medousa, would act as the divine's vessel for this purpose.

This angered Athena and she ordered that
Medousa leave her service forever. The goddess vanished, but
Poseidon, in rage, destroyed a portion of the temple causing
candles to be spilled and flames to engulf the structure. Medousa
was trapped inside and scarred greatly. Nigh unto death, she was
rescued by Poseidon who, in his guilt, deposited her near to the
sea where she resumed her service in an Athenian temple after her
health returned.

Hearing the tale and discovering that the
exiled priestess still practiced as a leader in Athena's employ
despite the goddess' wishes, a man named Perseus sought Medousa. He
was a son of Zeus and quite headstrong, feeling that he had missed
his time for battle and heroism being born centuries after the
march of the Olympians over the heathen lands.

Crippled and lame, Medousa was found by
Perseus and he decapitated her in Athena's name. Her disfigured
head was cut from her body and Perseus journeyed to Athens to
present Medousa to the goddess whom he loved. Athena was horrified
and went silent at the sight. She disappeared and Perseus fell into
distress. Zeus, however, heard of his initiative and praised the
man, taking a stylized image of the priestess' lifeless countenance
as an aegis for his armor.

After many years of sowing his seed in the
wombs of mortal women without the presence of a goddess, Zeus
turned to the being who was worshipped as his wife, Hera, and bade
her to join him in procreation. Until this point, Hera had not gone
in unto a human for the purposes of reproduction and she was
therefore not weakened. After much goading, she consented, and she,
with her husband, possessed the bodies of many people across the
lands as they copulated.

Unto them were born several children of
exceeding years, including Hebe, Enyo, Eris and more besides. The
one whose influence features most in the events of the elder days
is Hecate.

Hecate was the last of the children that Zeus
and Hera created together. In the years before they consummated
their relationship, Zeus fathered many children in the west and he
desired to do so again without the presence of Hera. The Queen of
Heaven insisted that Zeus remain and this angered the god. The
spirit he poured out in the making of Hecate was thus tainted by
ill will and resentment. Hera, though, felt domineering and vain,
and this, too, was dispensed into the child.

Being the child of a god or gods in Olympian
society carried a measure of celebrity and good fortune. At the
time of Hecate's upbringing, there were many of her kindred among
the people and she was not as well remarked as she desired. She
began to study the ways of her parents and meant to become as near
unto them as she could, being human yet containing a portion of
their energies.

She moved south to Sparta and dwelt in the
Parnon Mountains. There, the people of the Sagittarius nation
worshipped Ares most fervently and enjoyed contests of physical
skill and even bloodsport. Not unlike Ares, Hecate gathered a
measure of power from witnessing such action and she wanted to hold
events of that nature for herself.

In the small village of Lagina near Sparta,
she convinced a group of youth and some smiths to erect for her a
theater for combat to act as a temple. In this manner, Hecate was
different from the semi-divine progeny of all the gods that came
before her and after. The children of the Lords often worked to
further the worship of their parents: Eros for Aphrodite, Aristaeus
for Apollo, Persephone for Demeter, Priapos for Dionysus, Pan for
Hermes and so on. Hecate, however, desired worship for herself and
it was to this end that she labored for her two hundred years.

Gladiatorial matches were held for decades at
her temple in Lagina and Hecate was pleased. After a while, she
became bored by the sameness of the activity and brought into play
her abilities with magic and what many deemed witchcraft. The
gathered worshippers were backward and amazed by what Hecate
performed, yet the demigod was still not sated.

A young man came to Hecate after a service
and bowed upon one knee. "My goddess," he said, "to you I give my
life and will do whatsoever you will of me." At this devotion, an
evil thought came into Hecate's mind.

As the rain season drew near to that part of
Galatia, Hecate called unto her temple a great gathering that she
might bless the coming spring and the new life that would pour onto
the fields. Much of Lagina came and many from nearby villages as
well.

Ritualistic combat began the evening as was
the norm. This was followed by an address from Hecate, who
punctuated her actions with illusions and other trickery to entrap
the audience's attention. At the end of these things, she moved to
a newly dug pit by a pyre. Within the trench stood the young man,
proud and waiting. Two of Hecate's priests accompanied her and she
hoisted a great knife above her head.

"That the rains may fall greater than the
years before and that the land may give forth a harvest greater
than the seasons before, a sacrifice is given unto me, Hecate." She
then drew the edge of the blade under the jaw of the man and his
blood spilled forth. The worshippers gasped and the priests held
the victim up as he died. Then, they pulled him from the pit and
laid him upon the pyre before slathering his lifeless body with
honey. Hecate stood by, clutching the bloodied knife to her bosom
and reciting something unto herself. She then put the blade aside
and lifted two torches into the air and said, "The ground has been
watered with blood and now the sky shall be filled with sweetened
flesh." Hecate placed the flame against the oiled kindling and the
pyre lit, consuming the meat of the willing sacrifice.

While the man was prepared for the pyre, some
in the temple departed, seeking the village watch. They told them
what transpired and the police knew not what to do, for even they
saw her as a goddess, though less than the Pantheon. The next day
they met with Lagina's magistrate and she, too, was stricken with
doubt. Knowing that Hecate was Zeus' child, the magistrate visited
the head priest of the nearest temple of Zeus and the priest passed
word along to the City of the Gods.

Some days later, Zeus appeared in Lagina and
the public was afraid. The Lord spoke to none and sought Hecate
straightaway. He then walked her out of the village and into the
mountains. No one knew what happened afterward, but Zeus was
terribly displeased with Hecate.

"The people of Kobol are as children unto
us," he said. "You have slain one of our children. Would you
purpose to do this again?"

Though worried by the her father's aura,
Hecate spoke haughtily, saying, "I would, for I am a goddess no
lesser than Demeter or Aphrodite. I am a daughter of the King and
Queen of Heaven."

"Yet not even the King and Queen of Heaven
seek such a sacrifice from our people."

"Why should you not? A bull may be replaced
in a healthy herd and a bundle of fine fruits grown again after a
season, but the life of a person is a true gift unto us."

Zeus was saddened at all she said and it
never left his thoughts. He stopped along a ridge near unto Lagina
and peered into Hecate's mind. She was of exceeding age yet Zeus
did not wish her death for she knew naught of The One or the Great
Tree. He believed if he could remove from her thoughts the nature
of her parents and the desire for blood that her ailments may be
alleviated. He pressed deeper within her mind than he had in any
other human before. He plucked from her knowledge the names of her
parents and great swaths of her own history. He twisted her desires
that they may be more acceptable. When he withdrew from her mind,
Zeus found Hecate damaged.

With his intrusions, Zeus acted quickly and
without deftness. He realized not the precision and fragility of
her mind and was sorely distressed. For a moment, he thought to
reenter her and try to repair all he altered, yet he was now
reluctant and averse for he feared more harm would come unto her.
Zeus then guided her from the mountains and to nearby Sparta, where
she lived out her remaining few years in a house of healing and
none knew whence she came.

The rains began a week after Hecate's last
service and they were more sustaining than they had been in nearly
twenty years. The grass grew bright green, the grain grew high and
golden and the cows grew fat. The harvest was more bountiful than
many could remember and they credited Hecate. For many years after,
farmers and citizens near Lagina would secretly hold their own
sacrificial services in her name, hoping to duplicate that season
of plenty.

Centuries after the birth of Hecate, Hera
desired another child with Zeus and he rebuffed her. Zeus, though,
still entered in unto other men as they entered in unto women. Hera
repeatedly tried to catch Zeus as he did this, sometimes forcefully
possessing women mid-copulation. So angered by this, Zeus rarely
again sowed his seed and if he did, he did so in the far east.

Hera, though, sought retribution still. While
Zeus was away, she asked others in the Pantheon to betray Zeus and
lie with her, but they refused. She then turned to Atlas, who had
remained in solitude on his island, Atlantis, studying the sky and
the shell that encased Kobol.

"I have a proposal for you," she said unto
him.

Atlas did not divert his stare from the
starred canopy, "I have no interest in worldly matters. I watch the
heavens."

"And thus you have done for a full half of
our allotted time upon this world. What can you perceive now that
you have not for the last two and a half millennia?"

Atlas paused and cast his eyes down to the
jagged cliffs below. "I observe the capsule that The One has placed
about the world. I look for pores that we may escape. I stare that
I might find a crack or some speck of rock that passes through the
outside to the in."

Hera moved closer to him. "Have you spotted a
pore? A crack? A speck of stone that traverses the shield?"

If Atlas had lungs he would have sighed, "I
have not."

"There is more to this world than the sky."
Her light entered his and tugged at him. "Come with me for a short
while and I will show you a pleasure you have not yet fathomed. If
you feel that I have spent your time needlessly, return here to
your mountain and continue your eventless monitoring of the
heavens."

Atlas held fast as he pondered all that Hera
said. He swept his gaze across the sky once more, looking for that
pore, crack or speck and saw none. "Very well."

Hera and Atlas both departed and went to the
City of the Gods, for Zeus was away east. There, she sought and
found a youthful pair fornicating and she told Atlas the means of
entering their flesh. Atlas did as she commanded and he became
terribly enraptured, like all other Lords who tried it. His fire
waxed hot as the man's body came to the culmination of the act and
he poured forth much of his spirit into the seed. Atlas required
rest after the coupling but he desired to engage again with Hera as
soon as he felt able.

The first child of Atlas radiated a warmth
not unlike the sun, thus was he named Helios. Before that birth,
Atlas engaged with Hera twice more, but upon seeing the first of
his fruits, Atlas felt it unfair to bring more of his children into
the world if he did not care for them himself. He therefore aided
the human parents of his children in their education and in their
governance, for a great energy dwelt within them and they were
difficult in some manner, to say the least.

The second child of Atlas was named Eos,
after the dawn, for she gave forth a fresh, yellow glow as though
she were the eastern sky of a clear morn. The last was named
Hersperis, after dusk, for her radiance felt orange and melancholy
like the ending of a day in the west. Eos in later times was named
in another tongue "Aurora" and this name did not leave her. Eos
played a larger role in these tales than most demigods and her part
arises soon.

Another child of the divine who participated
in the fateful events of Kobol was named Asclepius. He was the son
of the Lord Apollo and of the mortal Coronis, though she herself
was a granddaughter of Ares. Asclepius studied with Apollo and in
his service at temples, becoming greatly acquainted with the arts
of healing.

Both Eos and Asclepius were important in the
history of the Thirteenth Tribe. Though forgotten by the people of
Galatia except as victims of the Flood, and also forgotten by
several Lords, the southern tribe had not forgotten the northern
lands nor had their guide, Prometheus, forgotten any of what
transpired so long ago.
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All of the Lords had gifts across many areas,
but each had specialties in one or a small few arenas. For
Prometheus, his prowess came in the ability to discern the
mechanics of a thing so that a person may develop it for their own
uses. He was also able to inspire tremendous loyalty and labor.

For more than two thousand five hundred
years, Prometheus and the Thirteenth Tribe worked to advance
themselves. Prometheus taught them the ways of metallurgy, bringing
to them means of working the elements to produce fine designs. He
showed unto them the power contained within steam engines and then
combustion and electric and electromagnetic. He was able to create
ways of peering deep within the very fabric of life, spooling
before them the curled wisps of information giving to each person
the qualities that made them unique.

Peering into a device, Prometheus said, "The
time is nigh."

The leader of Prometheus' people, Pandora,
spoke forth, "We are ready to return into the north?"

Prometheus sighed and stood tall in the
laboratory. "Nearly so. Our people have worked well and we are able
to duplicate the things that are needed to sustain us. But there is
a thing missing, and without it, our plans would come to
naught."

Pandora grew thoughtful and quiet. Meekly,
she spoke, "Our people, Prometheus, they winnow into the winds. We
have labored for ages after these projects of your desire and they
have given us much, but our numbers …"

"Yes," Prometheus replied. All that Pandora
said coupled with the things she was too fearful to say were true.
In the centuries since the Flood, Prometheus drove his people on a
trek of discovery, relentless and without pause. Their people
swelled as other tribes from Scythia joined unto them and satellite
villages arose to provide farming and mining. Now, they dwindled
again to less than the remnant after Poseidon swept his waves onto
the lands near the City of the Gods.

"Can this duplication aid us?" Pandora
asked.

"It will," Prometheus said. He placed a hand
upon her shoulder and her face bore a new smile, energized by his
fire. "The foundation of our lives may be shored up but … there is
something still left to accomplish."

"What is that?"

"I wish to defeat death itself." Pandora
seemed surprised and Prometheus continued, "We are not there
yet."

Pandora prepared to leave the room but she
turned and said, "And what of the other plan, lord? Our means of
escape?"

"I have not spoken to Daedalus in some time,
yet I sense that his work is similarly impeded. I will go to him
now." At that, Prometheus left the room and reappeared several
stadia away upon a large flat surface. There, like the upturned
ribs of a felled beast, a metal substructure was being
constructed.

"Greetings, Prometheus," Daedalus said upon
seeing the being before him. "You have come for news, I wager."

"Indeed." The tender turned and studied the
large form taking shape. "It appears as though it is going
well."

"For a time, and yet," Daedalus shook his
head. "We have not been able to bend space as you wish."

Prometheus' face turned wan and he glared
toward the mountains above. Daedalus shrank, feeling a slight
twinge of wrath overcome the tender. "I had hoped to move on my
plans sooner than this but all seems ordained to slow me."

Daedalus spoke softly in an attempt to
assuage his mood, "It is not your plans or even your desires, lord.
We are but a few people. Many dwell here with me for the building
of your vessel, many dwell in the laboratories to work on the life
project and the remainder toil to maintain all. I fear our numbers
will continue to hinder such efforts."

Prometheus turned and saw Daedalus' fear and
the being shifted his mood so that the man need not feel afraid.
"You are correct, my friend. Thankfully, we have had a breakthrough
in the laboratory and I sense a giant leap will follow."

"Terrific, my lord. When?"

Prometheus looked again toward the infant
ship, "Soon. I hope."


18

 


In the City of the Gods, Asclepius was named
a healer by both doctors and temple priests alike. His learning
allowed him to devise treatments for ailments that plagued humans
for centuries and his medicines were spread across Galatia for the
benefit of all.

Despite his success, the son of Apollo felt
alone. He met infrequently with his father, who gave him little in
the ways of instruction or even love. The people of the City knew
him to be semi-divine and, if they did not know this, they could
see the flame of Apollo within his eyes. Thus many distanced
themselves from Asclepius and this gave him no comfort.

Eos, though, was one of three children of
Atlas alive at the same time. She dwelled just outside of the City
while her siblings toured Galatia together. Atlas descended his
mount on Atlantis frequently to visit them and he continued to do
so once Helios and Hesperis left for their journey.

"What troubles you, daughter?" the Lord asked
on one of his visits.

"Without my brother and sister," she said, "I
am alone."

Atlas laughed. "There are two hundred
thousand people who dwell in the City before you. Surely there is
someone there who can give you comfort and companionship?"

"None like me."

Atlas' image blinked and he returned, saying,
"There is one. Only one, at this time, who is of the same kind as
you. He is Asclepius, son of Apollo. He, too, is lonely."

At this, Eos' countenance changed and she was
elated. "I must meet this man."

Atlas departed her and she departed her home.
By the evening, she found the home of Asclepius, near unto the
Temple of Apollo. She knocked upon the door and hoped that he would
wish her to visit.

Asclepius opened his home and saw her face.
Immediately, his eyes widened and he saw within her the same spirit
that dwelt within him. Without asking her name, he opened the door
further, lowered his head and waved Eos into his house.

She entered quickly and stood beside a short
bookcase. "I am Eos, daughter of Atlas."

"I am Asclepius, son of Apollo." They stood
motionless for a time, simply regarding each other. Then, Asclepius
moved toward a seating area and bade her sit. "I am pleased to meet
you."

"And I you." She looked around his home and
noted the shining accoutrements of his profession. "You are well
versed in healing, I see."

"I am. And what gifts has Lord Atlas bestowed
upon you?"

She laughed and shook her head. "There are
none."

Asclepius was confused and he asked further.
"Surely, there is something. Lord Atlas, I understand, observes the
heavens and the stars beyond. Has he taught you nothing of
this?"

Eos thought and then smiled. "He has, indeed.
I suppose I spoke too hastily."

Asclepius' eye was drawn to his kitchen as
steam rose from his pot. "Pardon me, you've caught me as I prepared
to sup. Would you join me?"

Eos was pleased and again and stood from her
seat. "I would."

Thus the two children of the gods became
acquainted and met for many months on end. They spoke often of
their lives and what their parents said unto them. It seemed to be
the natural making of a romantic relationship until Eos offered
information her father had provided in confidence.

"His brother, Prometheus, dwells in
Scythia."

Asclepius nodded slowly. "I have heard his
name but a few times. I know nothing of his story."

Eos became eager in the telling, "Near the
beginning of the Lords' dominion over Kobol, he brought from the
south a great host, the Thirteenth Tribe, but they were washed into
the sea in the Great Flood."

"I knew of the Flood, but not of those it
took."

"Yes," she continued. "My father has visited
with Prometheus on occasion and sees what he has undertaken in the
centuries since that time. His people have brought forth
technologies and energies unknown to the people of Galatia and the
Scythians live longer and in greater health than any here." She
said this, knowing it would pique the healer's interest.

And so it did. Asclepius was amazed, "How so?
What has Prometheus and his tribe accomplished that we have
not?"

Eos did not know and she said thus, but it
did not sate Asclepius. Ever mindful of his position as a son of
the gods, he strove to find new ways to help the infirm and cure
the sick, but he had felt for some time that an impasse had been
reached in his ability.

"I would like to journey to Scythia and see
for myself the wonders of the Thirteenth Tribe."

Eos was taken aback and spoke not for a time.
"We cannot. It is forbidden to sail south of the Thracian Sea." She
spoke the truth, for long ago, Zeus cordoned off the islands of
that water, saying all who dwelled upon them must move north and
that none may live there, lest they fall into the hands of heathens
far away. The people complied but they did not know that the
"heathens" were Prometheus and the Thirteenth Tribe.

"We are the children of the gods." Asclepius
drew strength from this knowledge for the first time in his life.
"If we desire to sail south, then we may do so." He saw Eos shrink,
and he worried that he disappointed her. To salvage the moment, he
said, "I will only go if you will also."

Eos was not salved by this and instead
thought about her own life in the north. She was tied to Asclepius
moreso than her siblings and she did not wish to displease him. "We
shall go."

The next morn, they made their way south to
the coast of the Sagittarius nation where they rented a boat for
sport. They drove themselves north for a time, as they were
instructed, and then turned to the south once the horizon grew deep
with water and all land had passed from their sight. After several
days, they came to the shore of the island of Cythera. Lovely and
abandoned as it was, they remained for only two days as they
gathered fresh water and wild fruits and animals for their journey.
They departed and sailed around the isle until they reached the far
western side. Eos provided maps for the journey far more accurate
than any others, and she knew to then steer the vessel due west for
a few days more.

They finally encountered the coasts of
Scythia and it appeared not unlike Cythera: lovely and abandoned.
"We should sail about the line of the land until we come to the
point amidmost the continent," Asclepius said.

"My father said that Prometheus' city was
called Panopeus and it lies in the southwest."

"I fear we do not have the supplies to sail
around all the shores to the far southwest, but we can dock at the
center of the northern coast and then walk to the interior." They
guided their vessel further west along the shores and stopped near
the centermost point. Asclepius gathered his and Eos' things while
she steered the boat into a natural harbor, running it aground.
They departed and began a long journey south.
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Prometheus busied himself with the work in
both Panopeus' laboratories and at the construction yard outside of
the city. For weeks on end, he bolstered the weary shoulders of his
best scientists and doctors and engineers as they worked with the
tiniest bits of metals and drops of proteins. As the labor they
pursued grew smaller and smaller over the ages, Prometheus thought,
the more difficult it became.

Then, as he stood near Daedalus upon a newly
laid deck of the vessel, he sensed something at the back of his
mind. He turned quickly and gazed into the north. It was a feeling
he had not had in many years. He flashed away from Daedalus and
appeared in cloaked form near the northern coast of Scythia. There
he espied two people, a man and a woman, walking south. He studied
them further and saw that they carried within them the energy of
the gods.

Prometheus materialized in their path and
they were afraid. They fell upon their knees and Prometheus did
nothing but watch.

"My Lord!" Asclepius cried. "Forgive us our
trespass!"

"I seek your forgiveness!" Eos cried
also.

Prometheus lifted them up and smiled upon
them. "Welcome to Scythia, children of Kobol."

Their fears were alleviated and they stood.
"Are you Prometheus?" Eos asked.

"Yes," he said. Eos then began to speak again
and the tender could see what she was about to say by the
flickering of the fire in her.

"I am Eos, daughter of Atlas."

"I see." At this, Prometheus seemed
disappointed, though he said naught to these two about it. "And
you?"

Asclepius bowed, "Asclepius, son of
Apollo."

"Very well." The duo raised their gaze again
and the tender asked, "What brings you beyond Zeus' sight and ban
to our distant lands?"

"My father told me of his visits with you in
the south and of the wonders that your people have conjured," Eos
said.

Eagerly, Asclepius spoke, "I have likewise
heard of the marvels the Thirteenth Tribe has created in medicine
and this interests me greatly for I am a healer."

At this was Prometheus curious. "A doctor?
Might you be willing to assist us in a project?"

Asclepius laughed despite himself, "Without
question, my Lord."

"And you," Prometheus said, turning to Eos,
"has my brother said more unto you than the simple dispensing of
information that was to have been kept close to his own bosom?"

"Such as?"

Prometheus waved toward the sky, "The
heavens. The shell that encases the world."

Eos nodded as though this were a simple item.
"Of course, my Lord."

Prometheus' chest swelled though he drew no
breath and he felt a burden lift from his shoulders. "May The One
be praised."

"'The One,' my Lord?" Asclepius said.

"Let us walk," Prometheus said. As the three
did so, the tender spoke of The One and the mission with which his
kindred was charged nearly three thousand years before. The
visitors were amazed and spoke not at all for they were enraptured
by Prometheus' tale. After some hours of walking and listening, Eos
spoke, tearfully.

"What you have said chokes my heart. Why
should I believe a god in exile when he could easily deceive
me?"

Prometheus stopped and lay a hand by her
cheek, "My niece, I know your father will visit you again soon.
When he does, ask him for the truth and see the manner of his
response. More than any word you may discern the answer from his
actions."

Eos was mollified and carried on. Prometheus
departed them at night and the two rested in the forest of Scythia.
Asclepius slept but Eos was troubled and could not. It was then
that Atlas appeared.

"My daughter," he said and wrapped a copious
arm about her shoulders.

She was still saddened and looked at the god
with moist eyes. "Father, I have a question."

Atlas prepared to listen but as he did so, he
realized where he stood. "Why are we in Scythia?"

"I have visited with my uncle."

These words troubled Atlas and he knelt
before her. "Why would you disobey Zeus thus?"

"Prometheus told me about The One." Atlas
shivered and she noticed this. "He told me of Zeus' Wager with it
and that the Lords usurped its will that they may have total
control over all humanity on Kobol."

Atlas said nothing and instead stared into
the fire. Eos had her answer yet her father spoke, saying,
"Prometheus speaks the truth. I have sought to distance myself from
the machinations of Zeus yet I was ensnared and begat you." This
caught Eos unawares and Atlas cupped her face in his hands. "Think
not that I regret your birth, daughter. I have spent countless
years upon Atlantis staring into space for a secret or a sign that
has not come. In your eyes, perhaps, I may have my answer."

Eos smiled, not knowing what this meant
fully. "Thank you, father, for your honesty."

"I will leave you now." He stood and backed
away. "I shall visit you again ere the end. In the meantime, live
well." Atlas then vanished.

The next day, Eos and Asclepius continued
their journey south. A day later, they spotted a low-flying craft
that hovered above the ground and bade them enter. Amazed as they
were, the visitors complied and were flown to Panopeus in short
order.

Upon their arrival, Eos and Asclepius met
Prometheus again and he saw in her eyes that Eos had heard the
truth. He nodded and motioned toward buildings nearby, "Allow me to
give you a tour."
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The Temple of Zeus stood tallest among all
those within Olympia, by the base of Mount Kronos in the eastern
part of Taurus. There, a group of ten thousand crowded to see the
appearance of their most high god.

The chief priest moved toward the top of the
stairs and looked into the cloudless sky. The proscenium of the
temple was framed by two huge marble and gold statues, depicting
Zeus holding forth his characteristic lightning. The hair upon the
neck of the priest began to stand and he knew that Zeus was
near.

"Behold!" he bellowed, "Zeus Olympios!"

Two blinding white bolts then struck the tips
of the golden beams the statues bore and Zeus appeared before the
throng atop the marble platform. The audience cheered and applauded
while the priests bowed before him. Zeus strode forth, nearly twice
the height of any man, his curled white hair twisted slightly in
the breeze. His purple and white robes appeared to flow independent
of the winds and the golden buckle under his throat glowed in the
sun. It was his aegis, bearing the visage of creatures from Kobol's
past, including the dragon of Ladon and Medousa's head.

"Greetings, Olympia!" he said and his voice
boomed across all corners of the city.

"We are humbled by your presence, O Lord!"
they replied.

"The Lords of Kobol are pleased in all that
you have accomplished and there is yet more to do!" He paced
between the marble statues on either side of the steps; an eagle
and a bull. "For thousands of years and for thousands more, the
gods have loved mankind and seek your honor!"

The multitude responded, "All of Kobol hears
and obeys!"

Zeus clapped his hands together and watched
the priests bring forth a white calf. It was placed at the center
of the platform at the end of the stairs. The audience muttered
prayers to themselves while the men cut the throat of the beast and
lit a fire beneath it. Once it was consumed, the white ash was
mixed into a golden pan and lifted high above the priest's head.
"We collect again the proof of our worship and the remnant of our
sacrifice as we have for so many centuries!"

Zeus bowed slightly and turned to the crowd,
"I thank you for your worship and I provide as I always have!" At
this, great carts of food were brought forth so that the assembled
may feast.

The ceremony was brief and Zeus vanished from
Olympia to reappear upon Mount Olympus, where he found Athena in
wait.

"Zeus, we must talk."

"What is there to discuss?"

"The One."

This was a matter that Zeus had avoided for
many years. He knew that Athena would discuss it again and he did
not wish to do so. "I am weary of thought on The One."

Athena was confused. "When have you, in these
nearly three thousand years, turned your attention toward it?"

"On occasion." Zeus realized Athena would
speak her mind regardless of his own will. "Carry on."

"We have acted these many centuries as if we
were the most supreme beings in command over Kobol," she said. "You
told me near the beginning that The One would be revealed unto the
humans after a time."

"So I did."

"Humanity is yet stable. There is great peace
and prosperity. Why have you not revealed the truth unto them?"

Zeus thought and then answered, "We have
dominion over the north, over Galatia only. When all of Kobol is
under our sway, I shall do as you have wished."

"I do not believe you."

Zeus was surprised by her indignation. "Why
do you say this?"

"You have become too enamored of the worship
you receive and you are also weakened by your mating with the
people of Kobol." Athena moved slightly away from Zeus' light for
she saw that it waxed in brightness. "Your will does not seem
disposed toward giving up your power."

"I will do as I see fit for I am the chief of
The One's tenders upon this world and in the universes we have
visited. The Wager with The One was my doing and the terms were
according to my will. We have five thousand of their years to raise
them up higher than they could have been otherwise and thus
strengthen the foundation and growth of their Tree."

Athena interrupted, "The spirit of this bet
you have accomplished, but The One did not acquiesce to our
usurping of its favor."

Zeus believed he had cornered her logic.
"When has The One sought favor from the seeds of its Trees?"

Athena thought and could not recall such a
time. "I do not know."

"Why should now be any different?"

Athena thought once again and spoke meekly.
"It should not."

"Thank you," Zeus said.

"And yet," Athena began again, "there has not
been a situation like unto this one in all the worlds we have
visited. The One has afforded us powers and freedoms we have not
had in times past. Can it not be said that we have stunted the
growth of this Tree? The Lords have strictly governed the growth
and migration of this race and controlled the manner of their
development. The feet of our wards trod only upon this continent
and a few islands besides. Why should they not also wander the
islands to the south and even into Scythia?"

Athena knew the answer before Zeus spoke it,
"I fear that Prometheus' people would undermine our work." Zeus had
not thought on the exiled tender for quite some time. "Perhaps the
time is near for us to ask our subjects to multiply and sweep
across all vistas and even onto the seas."

"Near indeed."

Zeus, though, moved toward Athena. "I would
ask that you take greater part in the worship performed in your
name. Go to Athens and absorb the gifts of their being that they
give forth, just as they absorb the feelings of your own being that
you radiate."

Athena replied, "I see some wisdom in this.
If we are to reveal unto them the truth entire at some point in the
future, it would do us well to be involved in that manner so we may
more effectively redirect their efforts."

Zeus smiled and felt secure again in his seat
upon the mount, for he knew the nurturing demeanor of the goddess.
"And I see wisdom in that."
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Eos and Asclepius dwelled among the
Thirteenth Tribe, learning the great progress they had accomplished
with the aid of Prometheus. After a time, both were able to
contribute ideas of their own to the Tribe's efforts.

Eos it was who aided Daedalus and his labor
to build a great vessel. "This is to travel into the stars
themselves should our existence be threatened," he told the child
of Atlas.

"Then my presence is fortuitous, for my
father has studied them for decades on decades and he has observed
the shell that encases the world."

At this was Daedalus intrigued. "What can you
tell me of this shell? Is it solid, like unto a glass wall? Or is
it an energy, like unto lightning?"

Eos was troubled for she knew not the precise
answer. "Hearing my father speak of it, I would say the latter. I
fear that any vessel which leaves the ground and surpasses the
clouds must traverse the barrier somehow."

Daedalus nodded and showed her the plans for
their massive engines. "Prometheus gave these ideas unto us that we
may build upon them and make them manifest. In the spinning of
these rings, the very fabric of space becomes curved so we may
travel greater distances in shorter times."

Eos became fearful for there was a
familiarity with this design. "Has this been built?"

"It has, but not to completion and certainly
not that we may actually use it."

Eos took a writing utensil and began to
scratch out numbers and formulas for the creating of great energy.
"Have you seen maths such as this?"

"I have," Daedalus said and then he was
stunned, "but these in particular … where did you learn them?"

"My father, I believe." Eos sat upon a stool
and started to write more, "Perhaps a seed of Atlas in my mind has
begun to sprout."

Elsewhere, Asclepius worked with Pandora and
they peered into a tube that they may perceive the elements of life
more closely. "It seems to me that you have all the knowledge you
need to perpetuate life as you have designed." Asclepius felt more
adrift than Eos for he was caught unawares in wonderment of all
that these people had created in the art of healing.

"And so we have," she replied. "Death has not
touched our kind for some time. Over the centuries, Prometheus was
grieved that so much knowledge and strength of life could well
within a person only to have that person's body wither like a
plucked blossom. Our kind have endeavored to extend life."

"And this you have accomplished?"

"Beyond all measure of reason." Pandora
motioned to a diagram. It depicted a colorful yet twisted ladder.
"The threads within our beings are now under our control and many
ailments are wiped away with the slightest efforts. Magnificent as
this may be, the body still weakens under the burden of years." She
moved her hand and the image changed to that of a great device and
the parts it contained. "We have conceived a manner of immortality.
We create copies of our bodies that lie in wait for some disaster
to befall us. They are but empty shells ready to receive the whole
of our thought and mind."

Asclepius was again bewildered at these words
and he spoke softly. "I would like to see this."

Pandora led the doctor away from the lab and
into a large structure. Standing like trees in an orchard, glass
bottles held a translucent, golden ichor. Within them, Asclepius
could discern the shadows of people; adrift and asleep. She held
his hand and pulled him to one canister, saying, "This is me.
Should I be mortally wounded, my spirit would be sent to this
bottle and the woman within would awaken. Her mind would be as mine
and every bit as old, yet the flesh upon her bones would be only
twenty-five." The fluid ebbed and Asclepius watched the head of the
woman inside. He could see enough to know that Pandora was not
deceiving him. "So it would be were we not at a loss, for the
transmission of memories into these bodies eludes us," she said.
"We are not as studied in the substance of our brains that the
paths may be mapped."

"If death has not touched your kind and you
have not yet cast spirits into their younger forms, then where do
these minds yet abide?"

Pandora then motioned to a large device that
filled a wall. "They are stored within and await further
understanding of our own flesh."

Then did Asclepius smile. "I have studied the
fleshly mind and I know the lobes related to memory. Teach me all
you may of your transmissions and I shall aid their movement into
these jars."

"I will," Pandora said.

Asclepius looked out of the window into the
plains that rolled far away from Panopeus. "In the north, our
medicine is so very far behind yours that I had only recently
discovered the ability to prevent miniscule life particles from
infecting all. I placed deceased versions of these ailments within
the healthy and their bodies were able to erect defenses. I
believed I was brilliant."

Pandora smiled. "You did so on your own,
without the aid of Apollo. In our case, we had Prometheus and he
gave us that help centuries ago."

Asclepius spoke again softly, "When our time
here is at an end, I wish to take this knowledge into the north so
that my people may enjoy life without the fear of death."
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While the Thirteenth Tribe labored for the
fulfillment of Prometheus' works, the goddess Artemis underwent
significant turmoil and difficulty.

For many years, the being like unto her
brother, Apollo, attempted to coerce her to enter a human woman for
the purposes of creating life, but this would Artemis not do.

"I have no such desire," she said. "I am
regarded as the goddess of the hunt and renowned for my purity. To
give birth to a child, even in the pouring out of my flame, would
desecrate me in the eyes of many of my followers, and this I do not
wish to do."

Apollo was a frequent engager in the arts of
possession and mating, having fathered Aristaeus, Asclepius,
Orpheus, Troilus and many more besides. His capacity was confined
and believed that Artemis could be tempted to recant her position
should a sufficient lover be provided.

Apollo sought the frontiers and wandered the
villages alongside great forests and plains. He discovered hunters
and marksmen and brought them to Artemis' temples in Gemini. Very
often, she ignored those that came.

One such suitor was named Adonis, and he was
boastful of his skills and reveled in his own vanity. At a festival
to the goddess, he bragged that he could kill a great boar at a
further pace than could Artemis. The goddess' presence at the event
was slight, but upon hearing this, she took her full form and bade
Adonis make good his bluster.

The attendees moved from the temple and into
the woods nearby so that a great animal may be found and flushed
out. Artemis sensed the fear within the man and she allowed him to
go first, knowing that this would confound him further. Dozens
tramped among the trees for nearly two hours before a tremendous
beast appeared. Adonis struggled with his bow and the boar charged
the man and gouged his belly forthwith. Artemis looked into the sky
and saw that Apollo had observed all and she was pleased by his
disappointment.

Her brother then raised up Alpheus, a great
seaman and hunter, who Apollo believed could win Artemis' heart
with his abilities. He brought the man into Artemis' temple and
found there a priestess named Arethusa. Ignorant of the priestess'
vow of celibacy, Apollo bade Alpheus to go in unto Arethusa so that
Artemis may see his prowess and become aroused. Artemis descended
to the temple at her brother's bidding and found Alpheus trying to
defile one of her beloved attendants. Artemis' form lit upon the
floor and she kicked the man from her priestess, felling him into a
fountain. He struck his head and became crippled.

Apollo was at wit's end and knew not how to
proceed. He spoke to Artemis near Delphi, saying, "I seek only your
happiness and the fulfillment of your presence upon this world by
your bringing more life into it."

"That is what you seek and I am glad you
found it for yourself," she said. "This is not what I seek. I am
sated in the life I live. I am lifted by the praise my followers
give unto me and I am likewise lifted by the succor I provide unto
those who need it. I do not require the creation of more life to
meet these ends."

Apollo did not fully understand all that she
said and asked, "Allow me one final choice. One last man, so great
in stature and skill that even you may not be able to resist
him."

Artemis was weary of her brother's attempts
but was pleased to hear that they may be near an end. "Very well.
Choose your champion wisely."

Apollo departed from her and sought for
years. He trudged through jungles after hunters and into the desert
for hardy nomads. He rode upon the waves after sailors and across
the plains for sturdy horsemen. Finally, he found the mighty
Orion.

He was a hunter taller than most mortal men
and he bore a smile that bespoke of his enjoyment of life. When
Orion first lay his eyes upon the goddess, he fell into a stupor
and his heart was taken with her. Artemis, for her part, felt for
him also, though she would not say this.

"Orion is from Boeotia in Aquarius," Apollo
said. "He is well versed in the ways of the sail for he has caught
monstrous fish and survived fell storms in the Ionian Ocean. He is
a master of the bow and has hunted boar and deer in the forests of
Voras. He has taken his blade into the jungles of Leo and slain
terrific quarry. He has walked across the mighty Ordos Desert and
emerged erect and indefatigable on the far side. This is Orion, the
greatest among men."

Artemis moved closer to him and would have
embraced him had her brother not been present. Orion seemed at once
eager and yet afraid and said naught. After a time, Artemis looked
deep into Orion's eyes, saying, "I see all that you are upon the
surface yet I feel I must know who you are within." Orion nodded
his head once and Artemis clasped her hand behind his neck.

She spilled her light into his eyes and
wandered through his mind. There, she found endless fields of green
and flowers and life bounding from thicket to thicket and tree to
tree. At the center of the glade, Orion stood, bathed in the
perfect golden rays of the sun. His smile was as before and he
beckoned her forth. In Orion's mind, her stature was like unto his
and they each had a fire of life within.

Orion and Artemis wandered the forest hand in
hand, watching the birds and minding their step for woodland
creatures scurried to and fro. They swam along the banks of a river
with water so clear it appeared as cool molten glass. Fish leapt
from the waves and sprayed a mist over their heads so that a
glorious rainbow stretched from shore to shore. They departed the
river and moved to the face of a cliff so that they may overlook
their domain and rest comfortably in each other's arms. Once the
night fell, Artemis removed her robe and lay it beside her quiver
and bow. She swooned upon Orion's broad chest and they made love
until the dawn.

Within Orion's mind, Artemis' energy swelled.
The man's body quaked and Apollo bade her depart. She did not hear.
Artemis' revelry continued and the mighty Orion fell to his knees
as though stung and Artemis' link with him was broken. His hair had
gone white and his skin pale. He lived and yet no thought would be
produced within him again.

Artemis was overcome and her body wasted upon
a slight breeze that scattered it from the temple and away into the
woods. After many days, she caused herself to drift to Olympus
where she met Lord Zeus and sought his counsel.

"I have heard what transpired and I grieve
for you," he said. Zeus listened carefully to all that Apollo had
said about her entering Orion's mind. He recalled his doing so unto
Hecate and the result of that effort.

"I will never find his like again and I will
not search for his memory is too pleasant and yet too painful."

Zeus moved closer to her and embraced her
light. "No burden is upon you to do so. If you wish for solitude,
then you may have it."

Artemis seemed fortified and cast her thought
across the world. "The land of Elysium is yet forbidden to
mankind?"

"It is," Zeus said. "No tribe was born there
and none have sailed thither. For now, all our subjects remain upon
Galatia. When we stretch forth, we shall do so into the south, into
Scythia."

Artemis paused and then thought weakly, "I
would ask for Elysium to remain a refuge and sanctuary so that no
man may step upon its shores. Would you command this?"

Zeus felt pity for Artemis and he saw the
torment within her spirit. For the countless ages they had worked
in The One's service, he often thought of her as a daughter and he
wished to ease her burden in whatever manner he felt possible.

"This I command."

Artemis was pleased and her light departed
Galatia and swept over the Arcadian Ocean to the continent of
Elysium. Amidmost the land, she found great green plains touched by
majestic mountains and streaked with pure rivers. There, standing
in her usual form, Artemis wept for all of this she recalled seeing
within the mind of the man whom she loved.

For the people of Kobol, they knew of Elysium
and that it was a land on the far side of the globe. Zeus forbade
anyone to travel there and few ever attempted it. Once Artemis made
her abode there, the priests and believers sought to make sense of
this and said that the goddess pursued the soul of Orion, which was
near enough the truth. They came to believe that all souls that
departed the loyal subjects of the Lords went unto Elysium and into
the glorious daylight of the Elysian Fields, dwelling there for all
eternity.

Over the ensuing ages, Artemis would return
to Galatia only briefly, but more often, the gods themselves would
visit her upon those cherished lands. Apollo most frequently
appeared and gave comfort to his sister who still wept for
Orion.
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"The time has come," Prometheus said unto the
assembled audience. "For generations upon generations, the people
of Panopeus have labored with me to defeat death itself that we may
not suffer another loss as great as the host swept away by the
Flood. We have also toiled to create a vessel for our people to
depart this world if the Lords of Galatia find our presence
distasteful."

Pandora felt suddenly weakened and she
stepped to the being's side. "Why would they do so when we are the
kin of their own children?"

Prometheus understood and readied the same
statement he spoke unto his tribe when they asked at other times in
the last three millennia. "Zeus and his kind are vainglorious and
desire the stability of their command. The coming of the Thirteenth
Tribe may upset them and I fear for what they may do. I had a
forethought centuries ago that bringing unto you life nigh immortal
may not suffice. Thus, we have prepared the vessel for the stars."
He placed his large arm about the shoulders of Pandora and said
unto the crowd, "The Thirteenth Tribe is precious to me and I would
have it survive at all cost."

So Prometheus said, yet his foresight did not
prevent the dwindling of his people. So consumed were they with the
advancements he prescribed, they did not multiply and spread across
Scythia. They lived in comfort and good health, for certain, but in
societies where this is so, fewer children are produced and growth
is stagnant. Only over the last few years once death was conquered
with the aid of Asclepius had their numbers begun to swell again
outside of large powered devices.

Eos and the son of Apollo both walked with
Prometheus from the platform toward the laboratories where the
scores of duplicated people awaited the spark of life. "The time
has come," he said again. Pandora took Asclepius' hand and smiled
for the two had grown close in the years that he sought to learn
and aid Prometheus' designs. This vexed Eos but she did not
complain or place blame upon any. Instead, she kept her thoughts
focused on the problems of their vessel and her work with
Daedalus.

"I will return to the north," Asclepius
said.

"That is good," Prometheus said. "You will
take with you twelve of my most valued counselors. Like all of my
people now, they are prepared should anger befall them and death
take them. They will be reborn here."

"Yes," Asclepius said and he cast his eyes
low. "Prometheus, if we are received well, I would like to give the
gift of immortality unto all my people that death may not touch
them again."

Prometheus was at first concerned and
somewhat angered, but then he thought better of Asclepius' desire
and smiled. "You are in the right. What we have created is
something that all mankind should share."

Asclepius was pleased and bade Eos farewell,
for he knew not if he would be returning to Scythia. Then he,
Pandora and eleven others went to an airship that glided over
Scythia and then over the Arcadian Ocean. Due north they traveled
for days before turning to the east. Their craft stayed near to the
sea, being kissed with the foam of the waves lest they be
discovered before the time came. Once shore became sighted, the
airship plunged into the water and became like unto a boat of
tremendous design and speed. It docked at a public facility and all
were amazed at its sight. Asclepius told the harbormaster he was a
son of Apollo and warned him to leave it be.

They walked to the nearest village and found
a horse-drawn cart to take them to the City of the Gods. The twelve
and Asclepius rode in the hay along the uneven road and the twelve
were stunned.

"So pastoral is the north," said one. "I hear
neither vehicle nor industry."

"Yes," said Pandora. "There are millions that
dwell here and yet we have amenities beyond their imagining for our
few thousand."

Asclepius knew this to be true. "I have
turned my attention to this matter often and I believe that the
Lords of Olympus will it so. With a population such as this, they
may control it more directly. And by leaving them to the farms, the
people will not devise means of flying nigh unto Olympus itself and
believe that they could do without the lordship of the
Pantheon."

At midday, the cart arrived in the City of
the Gods and despite their earlier criticism and disbelief, the
twelve were taken aback at the size of the establishment and the
sheer number of people.

"Great is this city," one said.

"What is that structure at the hub of it
all?"

"That is the Opera House," Asclepius said,
"for music and theater is beloved by Dionysus and by my
father."

"And that, with its pearlescent columns that
reach above so many homes?"

"That is Forum where the business of ruling
the City and all Galatia is attended to by priests, magistrates and
the people of each nation."

And so did Asclepius show unto the twelve all
of the City that they desired. After a time, they came to
Asclepius' home and found it untouched as he had planned before his
departure. He bade the twelve to enter and there they remained to
rest and eat foods that they purchased in the agoras. In the early
morning once the sun rose, the twelve began a council to devise
their strategies.

At this time did Zeus depart from the home of
a neighbor near to Asclepius where he had congressed with a woman.
Able to see beyond the realm of the physical senses known to
mankind, Zeus saw the fire of Apollo's son behind the walls of his
abode. His energy softened by a night of carousing, Zeus still
purposed to visit and see why Asclepius was absent for so many
years. Thus, he took form in the seating area and startled the
twelve greatly.

Zeus' face was proud and smiling and the
spirit he gave off was cheerful, but then he saw the truth of the
twelve visitors. His mind churned and his fire grew hot and
angered. The visitors from the south quailed and Zeus turned to his
grandson, "You return to our city and array before me twelve
serpents?"

Asclepius was fearful also, for even he was
not immune to the mood that poured out from the Lord of Lords.
"They are friends of mine from the south."

"'The south,' indeed," he said. "Sneaking
into our midst as snakes in the grasses. These are Prometheus'
people."

"Why does that anger you, O Zeus?" Pandora
asked.

"You would open a jar that should remain
shut, girl," the god responded. In the intervening centuries, Zeus'
remembrances of Prometheus' earlier coming became tainted with ill
will and clouded by inflated distrust. "Prometheus has been banned
from returning to the north and yet he sends forth emissaries …"
Zeus paused for he noted something that his eye had been blinded to
before now. From the mind of each of the twelve, Zeus descried a
thin tendril that whisked away and into the south. "What is this?"
he hissed.

"What, grandfather?" Asclepius said.

"Serpents, I said and knew not the fullness
of that truth." His being flashed whilst Zeus followed the line
over land and sea. "What madness has Prometheus devised?"

Asclepius stood despite his fear and began to
speak, "They are from Scythia and they are emissaries of
Prometheus, but they seek only to know if the time has come for
their tribe to live among ours."

Zeus perceived the nature of the energy that
connected these twelve and he grew despondent for he knew what
Prometheus had revealed unto them. "A foul sorcery my kin has
unleashed upon your people. He would circumvent the order of things
and brace the Tree unnaturally." Zeus hesitated and paid no heed to
the people's objections as he thought. "I have cut your tethers.
You are no longer yoked to your devices in the south."

The twelve grew fearful anew and Pandora
spoke, saying, "Why would you do this to us?"

Zeus ignored her and said to Asclepius, "I
will imprison you for a time until I discern your role in this
matter."

The god vanished from the house. Before
Asclepius could say anything unto the twelve, they collapsed in a
heap and died for Zeus slew them silently. The son of Apollo wailed
and cradled the body of Pandora for a short while before the City's
watch came at Zeus' bidding and removed him.
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For several days, Prometheus stood watch near
the waiting bodies of his heralds into the north. Asclepius had no
such clone here, for there was not time to grow one and he did not
yet desire it.

On occasion, Prometheus touched the cables of
the canisters and he heard and saw the memories that flowed in the
night. When he realized the twelve arrived in the City of the Gods,
Prometheus stretched forth his mind into the cord of Pandora and he
heard what she and the others discussed in the early dawn. Then he
felt Zeus' presence.

Prometheus shrank in fear, lest the leader of
The One's tenders perceive the exiled one's intrusion. Carefully,
he extended himself again and heard all that Zeus said and did.
When the bind to Pandora's mind was severed, Prometheus' fell back
as though struck and his energy drained him. After some moments, he
gathered himself again and saw that the green circles illuminated
upon the face of Pandora's cask had gone red and he knew that she
and her companions were lost.

"What is wrong, my lord?" Daedalus said upon
his entry to the storehouse.

Prometheus stood and his gaze moved north.
"Pandora and the others are dead." Daedalus was stunned and he fell
against the wall. "Zeus said that I brought serpents unto him and
his lands and he cut the lines for our envoys. But Asclepius, I
feel, lives."

"What of our other kindred who have gone into
the north to live?" Daedalus shook his head with worry. "They were
the few who did not wish to journey into space, yet their doom upon
this world may be worse than any in the dark beyond."

Prometheus closed his eyes in thought. "They
are yet concealed and they have been instructed with the means to
become one with the Twelve Nations and yet separate."

Daedalus moved closer to the being. "What
shall we do?"

In his heart, Prometheus was angered. For the
preservation of his people, he knew that he must not lash out as he
so wished, for the numbers of his Tribe were still far outweighed
by those in the north. "I will go into Galatia and seek Asclepius'
pardon, by either perfidy or petition."

"You will be captured by Zeus, will you
not?"

Prometheus smiled and placed his hand upon
Daedalus' shoulder. "Perhaps. If I am able to retreat, I will
return. Regardless, you must prepare your vessel and gather the
people unto you that they may take to the stars."

Thus were the last words spoken by Prometheus
in the south. Daedalus, in his anger over the loss of his friends,
said, "So, the Thirteenth Tribe is as unto serpents? This ship then
shall bear serpents hence and be named Ophiuchus."

Prometheus' caused his being to dissolve and
his light to soar through stone and soil and rise again in the
north near to the Cambunian Mountains. Warily did he ascend and he
took the form of Pandora, both to escape the notice of the City's
people and to also make a silent protest against her slaying.

He moved among the people stealthily and
found the building wherein he believed Asclepius to be held. He did
not stretch forth his thought out of fear that doing so would draw
the attention of the kindred tenders.

He entered the housing of the City Watch and
found few in attendance for there was a festival near unto the
Opera House. Holding cells lay underground and Prometheus perceived
that only two guards were there.

At this point, Prometheus did something that
he had not done in many thousands of years. The tenders of old,
before the Wager and their direct involvement in mankind's growth,
were like unto spirits and guiding voices, helping urge beings to
make certain decisions so their people or race may endure and
thrive, thus watering the Great Tree as The One purposed.

Prometheus looked into the face of the
watchman behind the front desk and peered quickly into his mind. He
saw there memories and faces that swam about in feelings and urges.
Quickly, Prometheus moved out of the room and appeared only to the
guard as his sister, saying, "Iphitus! Come forth at once for our
mother has grown ill at the festival!"

Stunned at hearing such news and seeing his
sister so troubled, the man departed his post and ran into the
streets, searching for his sibling and moving toward the center of
the City.

Prometheus quickly resumed his hidden form as
Pandora and he stood motionless, fearing that the use of his power
in this way would draw the gods to him. When they did not come, he
walked into the offices of the station and then to the stairs where
he felt a jailer standing watch beyond a door. He aimed to do the
same to her as he had to Iphitus, but he grew impatient and fearful
of his exposure. He reached out with his thought and gave her a
slight push, sending her mind reeling and causing her to collapse
unconscious. He entered the holding area and saw Asclepius by the
barred door asking after the guard's health.

"Pandora!" he exclaimed. "Zeus did not sever
your connection after all!"

"No, Asclepius," Prometheus said, "I am not
Pandora. I am Prometheus in her guise that I may slip unawares
through the City and gather you up for escape."

At this was Asclepius grieved again, for he
loved her. "Thank you, but you should not worry. I am the grandson
of Zeus and I do not fear for my own safety."

"Perhaps you should for Zeus would not wish
the knowledge you carry to be used here in Galatia."

Asclepius was confused for a moment and then
he remembered what Zeus said in his home the day prior. "I see. If
we may escape, I will go with you into the south, never to
return."

Prometheus then felt a slight breeze in the
room, pulling miniscule fragments of dust to a windowless, doorless
area. At once, Prometheus stood and his form shifted in a brilliant
manner to that of his own and he glowed as bright as the sun.

Zeus came. He stood at the far end of the
chamber and willed the door closed. He then spoke, saying, "You
have come into the north against the ban I placed upon you so many
years ago."

"I came for Asclepius," Prometheus answered.
"He wishes to remain in Scythia with my people and will not
return."

"I do not care what he wishes," Zeus boomed
as he strode toward his opponent. "I have made my wishes known and
you have disobeyed them." He raised his hand and at once,
Prometheus was caught within an energy against which he could not
struggle.

"You would think that my power has waned,"
Zeus said, smirking as he did so. "But you forget that there is
power in the many." Ares and Poseidon both appeared from empty
cells, their hands also raised. "With their help, I hold sway over
you."

Prometheus beat upon the invisible walls to
no avail. He spoke, but his voice was muffled by the barrier, "What
will you do with my people?"

"You will see," Zeus said. "I intend for you
to see all that transpires from your prison, deep below in the
fires of the core." Prometheus scoffed at this and Zeus spoke
again, "I know what you would ask. The One will decide your
disposition upon its return, but I fear that it will be displeased
that you gave such knowledge unto a race that was not prepared for
it."

At that, the three gods' arms swelled in
light and the air wavered with heat. Prometheus' raiment was
shattered and only his light remained. Then the Lords pushed that
light into the ground far below the surface and placed about him a
permanent globe, trapping his spirit within.

Zeus turned to Ares and said, "Gather unto
you a great army and sail into the south." To Poseidon, he said,
"Gather unto you a great cavalry. Together shall you wipe Scythia
clean of this tainted tribe."

The two Lords departed and Zeus knelt by the
guard. With a touch, she stirred and rose quickly, startled by the
presence of the god. Zeus stood and went to the door of Asclepius'
cell, saying, "You shall remain here for a time longer, in case I
have need of you."

And Zeus vanished.
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Above the covered plain outside the abandoned
city Panopeus, the great vessel Ophiuchus lifted into the
sky upon pillars of fire and smoke.



Daedalus piloted the ship into the clouds
while Eos, daughter of Atlas, remained at the head of the cabin to
assuage the spirits of the fearful thousands. They crowded within
the hull among many tools and foods that they may survive in their
new land.

"My father has told me of lush worlds beyond
the veil," Eos said while her voice quaked in the rumbling of the
vessel. "Paths around stars and through clouds of dust. It will
take time, but when we arrive, we will find for us a full life in
the waiting." She clenched the arms of her seat and spoke to the
five around her, "Will The One heed prayers if we offer them
up?"

One of the five smiled, saying, "I believe
so."

"Then let us pray," Eos said, and the six of
them closed their eyes and turned their thoughts to The One.

The Ophiuchus broke through the
uppermost bank of vapor and reached the edge of space itself.
Gravity lost its grip and the encompassing globe loomed ahead,
though it could not be seen by either instrument or eye.

That was when Zeus' gaze was drawn to it.

"What is this?" he said from the peak of
Olympus. The metal vessel ferried thousands beyond his realm and he
was greatly angered again. "The treachery of Prometheus," he said,
"would poison the Tree and remove seeds from its growth." This he
believed though he had dispatched Ares and Poseidon for their
slaughter. Zeus stretched forth toward the blackness and found his
grasp weak. He called unto him Hermes, Dionysus, Hephaestus,
Aphrodite and Apollo to draw upon their strength. The six of them
together had diminished over the years and could not affect
something so great as it moved beyond the place of their dominion.
For The One decreed that the power of the Lords should dwell upon
Kobol and even within it, but not beyond it, thus the shell.

Zeus found that he could see into the minds
of the several thousands aboard and he purposed one of his greatest
sins against the will of The One. He recalled his dealing with
Hecate and his journey into her mind. The sensitivity of the
information there controlled her whole being and he knew the folly
of such an act, too, hearing the story of Artemis and Orion.

He again drew upon the light of the assembled
gods and reached into the Ophiuchus, lightly touching each
of the minds within. The fires of the gathered Pantheon waned
sorely and Zeus began to change very fabric of each person's
thought. From each he pulled memories of The One and replaced them
with images and sayings of the Pantheon. The Olympians he put atop
their thinking that they may believe in them and forget all they
knew of The One that Prometheus had taught.

This Zeus believed was a far more satisfying
and painful revenge unto Prometheus than the simple felling of that
craft. Thus could life continue and a tree spread elsewhere, but
their wills were altered and not in line with all that Prometheus
had designed.

While Zeus did this, Eos saw those around her
fall into a swoon and leave consciousness. She became fearful and
felt the probing fingers of Zeus. Inside of her, the fires of Hera
and Atlas rose, and her will turned solid. Eos reached out to each
of the five nearest her and clustered their heads together. "We
must remain strong! Keep your minds on The One and be brave!"

Zeus' movements encountered resistance at
this and he was confused. He sensed Eos and knew of a new treachery
that he would deal with later. As he was about to thrust his will
into her more violently, a new obstacle appeared.

Atlas saw the ship rise from his post atop
Atlantis and he also saw Zeus attempt to corrupt all aboard. The
steely spirit of his daughter he felt and he moved to the side of
the Ophiuchus to block Zeus' advance. This took nearly all
of Atlas' will, for he was now far beyond the bounds of Kobol.

"I will not allow you to harm my daughter!"
he said. "You would undermine the very will of The One by bending
all of these people to your own ends!"

Zeus heard Atlas and he pushed further
without a response. His touch was diverted around Eos and those she
gathered with because of her own spirit and the protective nature
of her father, but Zeus was able to reach the remainder of those
aboard. The lights of Zeus, Apollo and the others faded and blew
upon the winds for they could do no more.

Eos felt that the danger had passed, though
she knew not its true nature at the time. She also sensed that her
father had aided her and she cast her eyes to the window, seeing
the speckled blackness of space surrounding the gentle curve of
blue below. "Thank you," she said softly.

"The danger has not passed," he whispered in
her mind. "All of your companions have fallen under a spell and
your craft speeds toward the shell!"

Her eyes widened and she stood from her seat.
"What is it?" one of the five asked, for they and Eos were the only
ones among the thousands to escape Zeus' reach and remain
alert.

"Daedalus needs help." She entered the
cockpit and found that he was, indeed, asleep. His eyes quivered
and his lips moved as though muttering some incantation. She
studied the array of lights and controls, finding that nearly all
was set. One square in particular glowed blue and ebbed in
brightness before swelling again. She pressed it and her stomach
lurched.

The Ophiuchus' engines spun and a glow
emerged from metal windows along its side. The whiteness flashed
from one end to the other and the ship disappeared from above Kobol
before it could collide with The One's barrier.

Atlas, though, was adrift. His glow was
diminished beyond recovery and he perceived for the first time the
true glory and beauty of space, for he was surrounded by it. He did
not stretch toward Atlantis. He accepted that oblivion awaited him
and felt at peace as his being smashed into the wall of the capsule
and scattered.
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After many days, Zeus' spirit coalesced and
he took form again upon Mount Olympus in the guise of his usual
light. He was weary and weak, yet he had not forgotten all that he
learned while in contact with Eos, Atlas and the others on board
that vessel.

First, he called unto him Hera, his wife. He
learned the truth of her infidelity when he touched Eos and saw
that she was the woman's mother.

"Why have you summoned me?" Hera asked.

Zeus bound her immediately and said, "You
have dogged me for ages regarding my desires and actions among the
people and yet you do the same but with one of our own kind?"

Hera was immobilized, yet she spoke, "I
cannot fathom why you, Zeus, of all upon this rock would punish me
for doing what I have done."

"You comingled your light with that of
another Lord," he said. "This I have not done. Of the Olympians,
you alone have been my partner in the creation of new life."

Hera thought for a moment and realized this
to be true. Zeus' jealousy, though, still bewildered her, "What is
the point of your malice? We are not truly wed."

Zeus' thought was clouded by the days his
being spent lost upon the wind and by his diminished spirit after
ages of pouring forth his energy into the seed of mortals. "We are
wed in the minds of our subjects and a betrayal of this nature I
cannot abide. Fear not; your sentence is not oblivion."

Zeus then cast her light south of the city
and caused it to dwell upon the dual peaks known as the Gates of
Heroes. Afterward, the people would call that place the Gates of
Hera, for there she dwelled for a full century and her light was
visible both day and night. When she was released, she had little
to do with Zeus for the remainder of their dominion upon Kobol and
this gave rise to many stories among the people regarding their
relationship.

Once Hera had been dealt with, Zeus moved
into the City of the Gods and pardoned Asclepius. The healer
departed the cell and shielded his eyes from the noon sun.

"Why have you freed me?" he asked.

Zeus answered not. Instead, he turned and
began to walk out of the City and into the north near the Cambunian
Mountains. Asclepius followed his grandfather in silence, hoping
that the Lord of Lords would deign to speak unto him.

Finally, once the last leg of the Peneius
River was crossed, Zeus turned to Asclepius and said, "I see within
your mind a wealth of knowledge regarding life and death as taught
unto you by Prometheus."

Asclepius was unnerved but knew there was no
point in denial. "This is true."

"I also see that you purpose to teach all
that you know unto the people of Galatia, that death itself may be
averted."

Asclepius looked at his own feet. "This also
is true."

Zeus heaved a great sigh and cast his gaze
toward Olympus. "I have come to believe that the people of Galatia
are not as far along as they should be. The rogue Prometheus
managed to advance his tiny tribe to such astounding lengths that
they might cheat death and even the hold this planet keeps upon
their vehicles. It is time, I believe, for our people to be
fruitful and multiply that all corners of Galatia and even Scythia
feel their presence."

Asclepius was pleased and smiled broadly,
"Thank you, O Zeus. I concur, wholeheartedly."

"I cannot, however, allow the knowledge of
immortal life to remain within you."

Asclepius' face fell and he was sorely
disappointed. "Hades stalks all the lands and our people succumb to
simple disease and poor conditions."

"Then you shall work on those diseases and
abate those poor conditions." Zeus placed a hand on Asclepius'
shoulder and said, "You will be the greatest healer Kobol shall
ever know. Truly, a son of Apollo and worthy of note and worship."
As he spoke, the hand of Zeus' mind went in unto Asclepius' thought
and erased all that Prometheus taught him on life and death and The
One. "Now go forth and heal."

Asclepius smiled and bowed. "Thank you, Lord
Zeus."
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Ten thousand of Ares' infantry and two
thousand of Poseidon's cavalry rode across Scythia, from east to
west and north to south. A few small families they found in huts
and cabins, and but two small villages, and these they slew all
within them. Barely one hundred people had been found and Ares grew
angry.

"I have come for battle and I find naught but
peasants with pitchforks and hoes to smite me?" He raged before the
wind and pressed his soldiers onward. "We will find all that remain
upon this land!"

The cavalry swept to and fro and Ares gave up
his human-like countenance that his spirit may spread across the
many leagues at a greater speed. He moved through all the forest
and over hills, finding only some huts as before and these he
slaughtered posthaste.

Finally he came upon Panopeus and espied no
person at all. He beckoned Poseidon and he, too, moved over the
leagues apace and stood amidst the city's square and marveled at
the desolation.

"Were all their kind upon the vessel that
leapt to the stars?" Poseidon asked.

Ares' teeth grit and his fists clenched. "I
fear it is so."

The beings went back to their hosts and
called them all upon the city and bade them search every building
and place that a person may hide. None were found. To the west of
the city, there was a large field where a structure once stood
though now only ash lay heaped upon it. Poseidon said to Ares,
"This is where they devised their means of duplicating their bodies
and transmitting their minds."

"They have laid it waste. Nothing is to be
found here." Ares flashed to the covered plain whereupon the
Ophiuchus was constructed and likewise found scorched
desolation. "Zeus asked us to recover as much technology and
information as possible that we might give some measure of it unto
the people of Galatia."

Poseidon nodded. "There are records within
the city still. I will peruse them and erase what remains of their
immortality scheme. The carts and boats may then ferry what is left
into the north."

Poseidon disappeared to give orders to his
horde whilst Ares remained. The soldiers continued their search of
Panopeus and Ares bellowed toward the sky.


28

 


During the affair of the Thirteenth Tribe, a
portion of the Lords of Kobol paid no heed. Zeus, of course, was
most involved. Apollo, Hermes, Dionysus, Hephaestus and Aphrodite
aided in some measure in the grasping of the escaping tribe's minds
and Ares and Poseidon searched Scythia for evidence of Prometheus'
misdeeds, as you have seen.

The others, though, were not so engaged and
were instead busied with other matters. Artemis remained upon the
Elysian Fields. Demeter and Hera were involved with great festivals
in their honors across the lands. Athena took note of the events,
but she, too, was similarly distracted.

Hestia, however, was both grieved and
aggrieved. The goddess of the hearth took full part in the Wager
negotiated by Zeus and she believed The One's role in all things
would be introduced unto the people ere long. She was disappointed
that it had not and she forbade any construction of temples in her
name, saying the homes of the people would suffice. She withdrew
from the council upon Olympus and did not heed Zeus' calls over the
years. She witnessed all that had been done against the Thirteenth
Tribe and Prometheus especially. She was angered and spoke to Zeus
some time after the exiled god had been bound beneath the
world.

"I will be departing this realm and meeting
oblivion as Atlas and the others have before me."

Zeus was taken aback and drew his light
closer to hers that they may speak in secret. "For three thousand
years have you dwelled upon Kobol and given warmth and aid to the
households that request it …"

"This I have done for your subjects are but
innocents and I will not ignore their pleas."

"Yet you would leave when two thousand years
yet remain in the Wager?" Hestia did not waver. Zeus spoke again,
"What if the people need you in the coming ages?"

"They will need to pray unto a different
Lord, for I will not hear them." She lifted her being from the
pinnacle of Olympus toward the sky. She stopped shortly after and
turned, speaking loudly that the other tenders may hear, "The day
of The One cometh sooner than you surmise. The calendar is fixed
and yet events are in motion that may bring about the doom of all
before that date is reached."

Zeus was amazed and spoke with awe, "Have you
some heretofore unknown prescience that has been denied the rest of
us by The One?"

"No, Zeus," she said. "I have less
forethought than Prometheus but neither am I blind." With that, her
spirit turned and moved beyond the clouds and into the void where
she, too, crashed upon the barrier about the globe.

Athena heard Hestia's foretelling and felt
afraid. She knew the truth that Hestia spoke for she had felt it
often herself. In her three millennia upon Kobol, Athena became
enamored of the people, seeing the capacity for great things within
them.

"I believe it possible that I may convey some
truths about the world to my followers and not exalt myself so
highly that I take The One's place above all," she said to Artemis
during a visit to Elysium.

Softly, the archer goddess replied, "If this
is what you deem possible and honest, do so. I see your spirit is
yet pure, unlike many of our fellow tenders who have fallen prey to
petty desires like lust and pride." Artemis looked upon the rivers
of her domain and said, "I myself have repented of the works people
committed in my name. I wish that all the Lords would turn their
minds unto The One, like you."

Athena lowered her head and wept softly. "I
will lower my stature among my people so that they may see me as
more a guide than a god. I will ask that they turn their thoughts
to each other and love their fellow man and not concern themselves
overly with the whims and wishes of the Lords."

"Be wary of how you do this thing," Artemis
warned. "Zeus is weakened and yet powerful. He is also jealous and
easily enraged."

"Indeed," Athena said. "I believe this is too
important for the will of The One to lie fallow for two thousand
years more. I will return to Athens and tend to those seeds as we
should have from the start."

Artemis bade her farewell and Athena returned
unto the lands where she was most beloved. She dwelled within the
city in a home not unlike the rest and walked with them during the
day. At night, she sang 'round the fires and appeared at every
service held in her honor. In this manner was her spirit made more
amiable to her people and approachable and they did not fear her as
so many feared the other gods.
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In the coastal village of Cyme, a clutch of
wanderers made their permanent home. They brought with them wagons
and beasts of burden and great gifts to barter for a land they
would call their own.

"We shall dwell here," Graecus, leader of the
wanderers said. He offered goods to the townspeople for land and
building supplies and they constructed a sprawling farm where they
grew crops and raised large barns.

"The secret of our people we shall keep,"
Graecus said, "for as many ages as we may. We know not how many of
Prometheus' children have scattered into the north, but we shall
survive."

Their wagons were uncovered and they placed
their own bodies under the ground that they may stay hidden. From
the sun they collected energy to power their devices. The group of
twenty toiled for years, growing after a time to thirty and then
forty and beyond, for death came not to their homes.

In Delphi, another clan out of Scythia rooted
themselves. They were not as secluded as Graecus' kind near Cyme
and these sought to mingle with the people in their community.

"But mother," one child said to their leader,
Hellen, "what shall we do when age or bad fortune has overcome us
and our new flesh must enter the city anew, old though it may
be?"

Hellen smiled and said, "Have I not
considered all things? When we are reborn we shall take a new name
that our ways remain concealed to those of the Twelve Tribes. We
shall say that this new person of our family has arrived from some
other part of the world. There will be similar appearances but this
is to be expected within a family."

Thus did these and other families of Scythia
move about in the north, planting their homes and affixing their
lives to the subjects of the beings that would have slain them.
They were aware of the animosity that Zeus and the others had
toward their kin and they stayed away from these spirits as much as
they could. Despite these remembrances, they also kept close to
their hearts the sayings of Prometheus, that they should love all
life and the world about them.

For centuries they lived within the Twelve
Nations and most lived beside new neighbors, appearing as one in
like mind and knowledge, though all were terribly advanced. In the
intervening years, the people of the Thirteenth Tribe and the many
fruits of their toil in the south slowly elevated the lives of the
other Twelve through piecemeal revelations by the gods, though none
knew this.
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Zeus commanded that the Twelve Nations be
fruitful and multiply and the people responded fervently. No other
god was as eager to encourage these acts as was Aphrodite.

She continued to possess people for the act
of fornication, but she adapted her desire of lust and love into
her temple services. Priestesses in her employ acted as holy
vessels waiting to be filled by worshippers for which they received
blessings in return. Priests there were, too, that likewise
bestowed blessings to female worshippers or to those among men who
so desired to lie with another man.

Ardent worshippers of other gods looked down
upon followers of Aphrodite for they felt that this was abominable
and sullied faith. Most of the Lords did not feel this way and
especially not Aphrodite. She countered that other gods had their
own festivals and means of worship that may be seen as improper or
even distasteful.

At this time of swelling populations, Hermes
was revered as a fertility god moreso than his regular duties as a
lord of commerce. Festivals and worship services in his honor were
marked with symbols, statues, costumes and headgear resembling
erect phalluses. Priests and acolytes took medicines to make their
own genitals stand erect for much of the day that they may provide
satisfaction to any worshipper that desired it.

Dionysus' frequent festivals had long been
criticized for their lengthy duration and had, in recent years,
incorporated more intoxicants. Parades of naked men and women bound
through the streets for three days straight and they copulated upon
the sidewalks and upon doorsteps. The city watch in many towns
tried to curtail these acts but they were met with anger and
weapons and anarchy reigned within these villages until the god
Dionysus himself came to assuage all concerned.

In the worship of Ares, however, did most
find cause to be fearful and scolding. In the far east,
particularly in areas that bordered the Ordos Desert, worshippers
of Ares gathered in arenas and held contests in his honor. Often,
the Lord himself would appear and he swelled, great in size, with
his skin flushing red to the pulse of the combatants as they raised
swords and spears against one another. Once a victor was named and
the opponent lay prone upon the sand, Ares stood over him and
stared into his eyes. The wounded fighter felt fear and his skin
crawled as the god's gaze poured into his skull like molten iron.
The fallen screamed and his mind shattered under the duress while
the god's pale skin grew brighter with blood and bloodlust.

These battles and services persisted for some
time until Zeus appeared during an event in Gedros. He took Ares
from the arena and spoke with him in the foothills of the nearby
Voras Mountains.

"Our mission from The One has not changed,
though we are more greatly empowered than ever," the leader of the
tenders said. "We are to nurture and guide these people so that the
Tree may grow taller and more strong."

Ares was angered for his rage was yet
unsated, "We have labored here for more than three thousand
revolutions about the sun. In that period, my skills have not been
needed more than a scant few times. I marched across Galatia with
Heracles and Theseus and I moved across Scythia with Poseidon, but
I smelled the blood of only a meager several thousand! My purpose
upon these worlds is to sow anger and discord thus making the whole
stronger, but you would bind me and constrain me that I cannot do
what I have been meant to do!"

Zeus understood. "I am sympathetic."

"Loosen me and let my blade see blood!" His
light extended as though two arms were raised before his face. "Let
these fingers feel the spray of warmth as steel meets flesh!"

Zeus said naught for a time. Finally, he
spoke, "We are in a period of growth. The numbers of the Twelve
Tribes must continue to increase and they must spread south into
the Thracian Sea and across to Scythia. For you to be satisfied,"
he shook his head, "I fear that these efforts would be harmed and
this runs counter to the will of The One." Ares withdrew and Zeus
stopped him. "The worship you enjoy also runs counter to The One's
will! The growth of the Tree depends upon the decisions of these
people. By killing them you cease their contributions to its
maturing."

"Not so, Zeus," Ares said. "Their deaths are
a choice, too. These people who enter the arenas know what they are
doing and have chosen to die. Both accept it. That one of them
survives to make decisions thereafter is a gift unto them from me
and I am worshipped for it."

Zeus was intrigued and he tried to conceal
this from Ares.

"The One prizes the growth of the Tree above
all else upon this world. It desires that mankind make choices and
cause it to grow taller throughout time." Ares grabbed Zeus and
spoke closely to his being. "Each decision and each decision maker
is therefore precious. That one of these people willingly gives
themselves over to us and thus sacrifices their future
contributions to the Tree … what greater gift can there be?"

Zeus was silent. He spoke softly, "You must
ensure that no more lives are sacrificed in this manner. I command
it."

Ares flew into a rage and roared, "You speak
of The One while you raise yourself above it! You speak of the Tree
as you bend its direction unto yourself and your own will!" The
taunts did not stir Zeus and at this was Ares angered the more. His
light bound across the mountain range and beyond sight.

Zeus, though, returned to Olympus and
pondered all that Ares had said for a great while after.
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Some four centuries after the departure of
much of the Thirteenth Tribe from Kobol, Gaia grew weary.

Over the years, the Lords of Kobol had
bestowed upon the Twelve Tribes kernels of knowledge gleaned from
Prometheus' efforts in the south. The people advanced piecemeal as
their numbers swelled and the devices of their creation grew with
them. Hephaestus, Apollo and Hermes aided in the effort to give the
people of Galatia knowledge of industry, new metals and synthesized
solids, the refining of fuels and the power of engines. In their
infancy, these new devices spewed forth great clouds of black smoke
and foul waters and oils that seeped into the ground.

Gaia sensed these things and her home no
longer welcomed her, so she believed. Though she dwelt within the
world, Gaia still kept her eye on the efforts of her fellow
tenders. She saw the power that Zeus wielded over mankind and the
lack of heed he paid unto The One. She felt the diminished light
that he and many of the others bore after their transgressions with
humanity. She knew of the Lords' efforts in the departure of the
Thirteenth Tribe and the corruption of their minds ere they leapt
beyond the encircling shield. Gaia was disgusted with her kind and
now she was disgusted with her abode.

In Delphi, by a spur of the Voras Mountains,
there lay a temple. Its marble was ancient and its steps were not
as trod upon as they had once been. Still, the priestesses and
acolytes visited this structure for it was holy unto the worship of
Apollo. Within an inner sanctum, a crack rent in the floor allowed
the very breath of the world to blow into the chamber. There a
priestess was chosen and there she would dwell to act as an oracle.
So it was in ancient days though few oracles had been named in the
recent centuries.

One priestess of Apollo tended to the temple
for she held it near her heart. She swept its floors, wiped spider
webs from the walls and kept animals from defiling it. She was a
granddaughter of Hellen, a leader of the Thirteenth Tribe who kept
her sect intact within Delphi. Her mother loved a stranger to the
Tribe, and he was of noble blood, being a great-grandson of both
Apollo and Atlas. The woman was named Pythia and her part in this
tale has come.

Gaia lifted herself from the depths of Kobol
and drew near unto the prison that held Prometheus. The power used
to bind him was too great for Gaia to crack and she left him be.
Up, she moved, through the crevices of stone and left the warmth of
the core far behind. She moved through fumes and found her way into
the very crack beneath the floor of the oracle's chamber.

Pythia was clearing leaves from a hallway
when a rush of cool air blew past the thick velvet curtains of the
sanctum. She stopped her sweeping and noted the smell. Pythia had
inhaled the breath of the world before, though she had no visions
because of it. She turned to the veil and with the staff of her
broom parted one drape aside. Darkness lay within but the midday
sun reflected off the marble floor and gave partial illumination to
the sanctum.

"Who goes there?" Pythia spoke, for she
sensed the presence of another.

The dim room began to fill with a silver
light and it took a womanly form. Knowing that a god was about to
appear before her, Pythia fell to her knees and allowed the heavy
curtains to fall against her sides. "I am Gaia, Tender of the Tree
and dweller within the world."

Pythia was stunned for she had only heard her
name on few occasions. "Welcome to Delphi, my goddess. What is your
bidding?"

Gaia lifted the young woman's chin with a
single glowing finger and Pythia's skin was warmed and her spirit
pleased. "I see within you the fires of my kin. Apollo and
Atlas?"

Pythia nodded quickly. "Yes, goddess. They
are great-grandparents to my father."

"I also see …" Gaia's head moved around the
human's and her eyes followed a trail that no person could descry,
"you are one of Prometheus' people. A member of the Thirteenth
Tribe."

Pythia's gaze fell and she nodded quickly.
"You are correct, my goddess. My family has been told to not speak
of these things and to avoid conversing with the Lords lest our
secret be uncovered."

"And yet you are a priestess."

Pythia smiled meekly and said, "I have not
always been a good listener."

At this did Gaia smile widely and her visage
swelled. Light filled all of the chamber and the happiness that
Pythia felt grew still more. "I am weary of this world and seek
oblivion. I could depart and soar toward the encasing capsule as
did Atlas, but I feel that this would be wasteful."

Pythia knew not how to respond to such talk.
"If I may help in any manner, I would."

Gaia looked deep into Pythia's mind and saw
that she was honest and a good person. A thought occurred to her.
"I will seek oblivion right here." The priestess was confused and
Gaia spoke again, "I wish to join my spirit unto yours and allow my
power to flow within you."

Again, Pythia was struck dumb. "I would do
this, goddess, but I do not understand."

"Like a drop of wax that falls from a
long-burning candle, I shall be made liquid. Your spirit shall
melt, too, and together will we stir. Once they have cooled, a
single bead of wax shall remain, greater than what came before."
Pythia felt fear and Gaia sensed this. "Your will and your mind
will stay as they are. I shall waste unto the winds but whatever
fire I have will burn within you until the end of your days."

Pythia shrank and fell against the velvet
curtain. She looked into Gaia's countenance and saw peace and
contentment. Her fears began to wane and her arms fell by her side.
Slowly, she nodded, saying, "I am ready."

Gaia closed her eyes and her fire grew
brighter than before. Her bodily raiment was shed and only the bare
light of her being held constant before the receptacle. On a
sudden, the blue-silver flame poured into Pythia's eyes, mouth and
chest. The woman collapsed in the new darkness, though her skin
glowed from within for a time.

She knelt in the sanctum and swayed. After
more than an hour, Pythia stood and left the temple for she knew
there was much work to be done.


32

 


In these days of growth, the Lords of Kobol
were busy. They moved from city to city and gathered thousands of
people unto them for worship and for the building of new homes and
structures. They sailed upon the ocean to establish new beachheads
in the south. They cultivated the advancement of mankind with the
aid of Prometheus' records from so long ago.

As their frontiers expanded, many of the gods
did not remain for as long a time in their older homes and temples
as they may have desired. The Olympians swept across the plains and
through the forests, aiding in the founding of new towns. Apollo it
was, however, who was bidden to return to Delphi.

"What is the urgency?" he asked.

The messenger fell upon his feet and began to
weep, "Forgive me, Lord, for I do not know. I was only told that a
miracle has happened and that she wishes to see you."

"An oracle," Apollo said. As the messenger
continued to prostrate himself in the deepest southern regions of
Sagittarius, Apollo's form shrank to a glowing orb that moved over
the field and mountains back to the north. There he found the
once-ramshackle temple by the Voras Mountains and a crowd of people
gathered about it.

His light took form and the people swooned in
his presence. He smiled and brushed against them as he floated to
the steps and into the temple. Before the red curtain of the inner
sanctum, there sat a young woman. She rested upon a tripod of
marble stands and held in her lap a bough of leaves. Two
priestesses stood by her sides and one held a glass that sparkled
in the rays of the sun.

"My Lord Apollo," she said without rising or
bowing. "Welcome to Delphi and to your own temple."

As he beheld her, a previously unseen veil
was parted and he saw within this woman the fires of the tenders
themselves. It burned brightly and he felt as though he was meeting
another of his kind for the first time. "Pythia, I am told."

"Indeed," she said. She sipped from the glass
and beckoned the god forward. "Please, my Lord. Would you care to
sit or drink this fine spring water?"

Still shaken at what he felt, he only shook
his head. "I wish to speak with you alone." At this, Pythia waved
her hands and the attending acolytes fled. Quiet hung in the air
and Pythia did naught but sit and smile. "Why do you grin so?"
Apollo asked.

Pythia licked her lips and replied, saying,
"Because I know what you are."

For the first time, the god felt fear. He was
not sure why, but he was afraid of the knowledge this woman may
hold. Given the flame that burned within her, Apollo did not doubt
it. "Shall I bring Zeus?" he said, hoping this would make the woman
quake.

Instead, she stood. Her look was more pleased
than before. "I beg you to do so."

Apollo regarded this new being for a short
time and vanished. Soon he appeared upon Mt. Olympus and he
summoned Zeus to him. "You must come away with me to Delphi for
something is amiss."

"What?"

The being hesitated. "I do not know. It is a
woman but she bears the very glow of a god within her. She claims
to have knowledge beyond her means and I do not doubt her."

Zeus felt the anxiety in his fellow spirit
and he said, "Then let us go." Quickly did the pair rush from
Olympus and appear at the oracle's temple. There Zeus found Pythia
in much the same way Apollo had a short while before. Without
prodding by the other Lord, Zeus saw the flame in her body. This
was no mere product of sexual congress between two people possessed
by the gods. The light of a tender dwelled within.

"Hail, Lord Zeus," Pythia said. She rose and
bowed with a flourish. Apollo was confused at first and then
believed this to be done as a facetious gesture. "Welcome to
Delphi."

Zeus desired to not waste any time. "What are
you?"

"I am a priestess of Lord Apollo and
caretaker of this temple. I have studied the oracular arts of the
cleft within," she nodded toward the sanctum, "and I am a servant
of the Lords of Kobol."

Zeus' form inhaled deeply and began to speak,
"I am pleased …"

"But," Pythia interrupted, "I am also a
great-granddaughter of both Atlas and Apollo and a member of the
first family of the Thirteenth Tribe that ventured into Galatia."
At this did Zeus' form increase and he gave forth an air of fear,
though Pythia quailed not. "Relax, Zeus," she said. "I am also the
wielder of the fire of Gaia. Her soul may be scattered but the
power of her being dwells within me."

Zeus returned to his normal appearance and
looked more closely at the woman before him. Yes, he could now
perceive the thin tendril of power that connected her to some of
Prometheus' devices, though Zeus knew they were not as remote as he
had thought. The silver flame she bore in her bosom did appear to
be Gaia's, but Zeus could not be certain.

"How can I trust that you are all that you
say?"

At this did Pythia laugh. "You are the Lord
of Lords, great Zeus. See with your own eyes. I carry the very
spirit of a tender for The One within me."

Thus had Zeus nor Apollo ever heard a human
speak. Zeus immediately cast off his raiment and moved against the
woman in a blink, but he found her waiting.

"You would cause the crawling of time in
order to slay me? Have you not heard what I have said? Gaia has
departed into oblivion and given me the powers of her being."

Zeus fell back and resumed his visage. "You
are truly powerful but you speak of things you cannot
understand."

"I understand more than you grasp, Lord
Zeus." Pythia lifted the glass of spring water from the floor and
took a sip before holding it in the sun's light. "The One lives
beyond the fabric of our universe and it desires to see life that
grows and persists through great swaths of time." She peered
through the crystal liquid at the mute gods and continued. "The One
took you, the tenders, from another universe and altered you for
its own purposes. For countless ages, it deposited your kindred
upon dozens of worlds so that life may grow and live and choose
with your guidance. From the decisions of life grow great Trees
that The One perceives and harvests for its enjoyment." She lowered
the glass and studied the stone faces of her audience. "Have I yet
erred?"

Apollo's voice barely managed a whisper.
"No."

"I also understand things that you do not, O
Zeus."

"Such as?" he asked.

"The will of The One, for one." She smiled
and spoke softly, looking between the columns to ensure that her
attendants had indeed left. "The One desires that life survives.
The will of The One is that humanity live at peace with itself, its
technology and its world."

"'Its technology?'" Apollo asked.

Pythia smiled, "You will understand." She
drank more of the water and then spoke, "Gaia fled because the
world is being compromised. The will of The One is being thwarted
by your vainglorious desires for growth and advancement."

"That was the Wager," Zeus said.

"Yes, the Wager. But the Wager does not
supplant the will of The One. In this development is the world
choked with fumes and sickly streams."

Zeus waved his hand dismissively. "This is
but a stepping stone to greater advancements."

"Perhaps," Pythia said. "The One would advise
that you do not tarry here overlong. The world will recover, for
certain, but the people are being damaged and thus is the Tree
wounded. You also wound the Tree for you bind it like a grower who
desires that no branch go astray. The Tree should grow as it wills,
Zeus, and not after your own fashion."

Zeus sighed and looked toward Apollo. He was
staring at Pythia intently for he was still taken aback by the
power that dwelled within a human. "You said that I would
understand. Have you some gift of foresight?"

The oracle smiled and cast her eyes upon Zeus
that she might see his reaction to her response. "As the tenders
had on other worlds before The One encased Kobol, so do I see
across great spans of time."

At this was Zeus shaken and he stepped toward
the woman. "This is so?" She nodded. "In placing us here, The One
has extended many of our powers but curtailed others. Chief among
the latter is in the perception of time. Gaia was so bound and
though her fire burns within you, you are not likewise bound?"

"I cannot say why for I do not fully
comprehend. I do know, however, that one who bore a fraction of the
fire of two tenders escaped the capsule about our planet and thus
did her power wax once she was beyond those limits."

"Hera and Atlas' daughter, Eos," Apollo
said.

"Indeed."

Zeus became angered at the reminder of Hera's
infidelity, Atlas' insubordination and all that Prometheus had
done. He began to speak but sensing that his tone would bear too
sharp an edge, he paused and composed himself. "Because Eos lived
beyond The One's barrier, your power has grown?"

"Perhaps." She placed the glass upon the
floor and spoke softly while grasping at a necklace above her
chest, "I am a great-granddaughter of Atlas and I feel a kinship
with other children of Atlas, even those that yet live."

Apollo looked to Zeus and then said, "Eos
still lives?"

"No," Pythia said. "She died sometime ago.
Her children and grandchildren, however, are alive and I feel the
warmth of their flames in conjunction with mine own."

"Enough of this," Zeus said. "I demand that
you speak to our futures. What of the Twelve Nations and the Lords
of Kobol?"

Pythia's eyebrows lifted and she smiled wryly
at the gods. "The Nations will grow and mature as you desire, O
Zeus. The Lords will continue on their paths, but …"

The silence that followed gnawed upon Zeus.
He quaked and lifted his hands, "Speak, woman!"

"A wall is placed before my vision. When the
Wager is ended sixteen centuries hence … I cannot see beyond it.
Surely, The One shall return and the girdle about Kobol will be
torn asunder, but what follows I cannot say."

Zeus lowered his head and thought. After a
moment, he looked at Pythia intently and said in a voice that
rumbled the marble, "Be careful what you speak unto the masses,
oracle."

"Fear not, Lord of the Tenders," Pythia said.
"I have my own role within The One's plan and unlike you, I know my
place."


33

 


After the meeting with Pythia, many of the
gods remained wary of the oracle and maintained their distance.
Many were curious about all that Zeus and Apollo had said, but they
feared her insight and the power that she wielded for they
themselves had grown in stature with new skills and lived without
the gift of prescience for more than three millennia.

Pythia moved about Galatia and drew great
crowds to her at every stop. She visited Temples of Apollo across
the lands and in most major cities. There would she speak and
prophesy for the assembled. Many would ask about the weather for
their fears related to farming. Others would ask after their own
families and personal affairs. For most of this did Pythia have no
answer as her sight was on a grander scale and her senses directed
toward a world many light years away.

Upon her return to Delphi, Pythia dwelled in
her temple near the cleft in the floor and thought. After a time,
she departed and sought the elders of each of the Pantheon's faiths
that she may speak to them. They gathered in a large building at
the center of Delphi and she addressed them.

"I am the Oracle Pythia."

"Hail, Pythia," the priests responded.
"Blessed be thine eyes."

She nodded and sighed, knowing what she must
say. "The faith of a people is more powerful than any weapon.
Whereas a sword's blade is felt upon a battlefield, it is sheathed
elsewhere. A faith, though, is always brandished. It can cut in the
home, in the market, in the streets and even push thousands to a
battlefield where the edge is bolstered by soldiers' steel. Faith
is power."

"Indeed," many uttered.

Pythia looked across the group silently
before she spoke again. "The orchestrators of faith wield this
power and stir its fires within the people who listen. And behind
even these are the manifestations of faith themselves."

"The Lords on high," one priest said.

Pythia did not answer him. "There are …
forces at work in this world that most do not comprehend. The
Olympians are but one part of it." She hesitated and saw the
confused expressions that many of the elders bore. "Faith without
truth can still stand. It can stand for ages. But a faith with
truth is even more enduring. A faith that has truth supporting it
may survive winnowing believers and the oppressive weight of lies
that centuries place upon it. A faith with truth has no weakness
whereas the faith without … that faith is destroyed by that which
strengthens the other." Still, the elders were befuddled but Pythia
felt unburdened and continued to speak.

"I would share with you the greatest truths I
know but I cannot for I have my own part to play in this world and
others besides." She licked her lips and clutched a cup of water.
"I can peer into the beyond and see what becomes of my words. I
know that I have an effort to accomplish and I wish your aid in my
toil."

"You shall have it, oracle," one woman
said.

"I also ask," she sipped the water, "I ask
that in all acts of faith, you be mindful of the sharpness of this
blade which you wield. I ask that you speak always to the greatest
truths, such as you understand them." Many murmured agreement but
there was no force in their words. "So say you all?"

The priests and elders looked at one another
as some said, "So say we all."

"So say you all?" Pythia asked again.

The audience understood and bellowed, "So say
we all."


34

 


Pythia gathered unto her the many Sacred
Scrolls and set about her work in Delphi. There were hundreds of
pages and parchments. Some were in books and others were in scroll
form as the name suggested. She arrayed them all upon the floor of
the temple and began to separate the wheat from the chaff.

"We must condense all of this into a thing
that all mankind may know and understand."

At this did many of the more traditional
priests balk, saying, "The words of the gods are not for the common
to see. They shall come to our temples or to our festivals so they
may partake of the wisdom from our mouths."

Pythia did rebuke these people harshly,
saying, "When Zeus, Athena, Apollo, Artemis and all of the gods
gathered the tribes unto them, did they speak only to the elderly
who wore silly robes? Or did they speak to all that bore ears?"

The priests were incensed and retorted, "This
has been the way of the ages. For thirty-four centuries have the
priests been the guardians of the Sacred Scrolls and the dispensers
of their knowledge."

Pythia grew angered by their obstinance and
spoke to them with the fires of Gaia lashing from her tongue,
"Because the ways of the world are old means not that they should
remain so! Change is not an evil when good comes of it! Be gone
from my sight, you bullheaded fools!"

Embarrassed by her words and fearful of her
voice, they left her presence and sought an audience with any Lord
that would hear their pleas. At a festival some weeks later, two of
the cast-off elders spoke with Hermes, saying, "The oracle Pythia
has taken the Sacred Scrolls and intends to cull from the thousands
some few that she believes conveys your will. Would you please put
her in her place?"

Hermes was reticent to respond and he
certainly did not wish to meet Pythia in person. He spoke softly,
saying, "Pythia bears the fires of Olympus within her. Her
decisions are not made in haste or without reason." Thus did Hermes
hope to curry some favor with Pythia, should she have some word of
the future regarding him.

The priests were not satisfied and sought to
address Zeus himself. They found him soon after and recalled the
words Pythia spoke unto them. "Will you restrain this woman that
seeks to defile your faith?"

Zeus heard all that was said and peered into
the minds of these elders. "I see the truth and I also see that
Pytha does not defile the faith. Her own feelings she is keeping at
bay and she seeks only to place the word of the Lords into the
hands of all the people of Kobol. Would you deny the people of the
Twelve Nations my words?"

The elders felt sore afraid and collapsed
upon the marble floor, wailing, "No, my Lord! I beg forgiveness for
my pride and misguided effort!"

"I forgive you. Now rise and return to Delphi
that you may aid Pythia in her work." And so they did.

Pythia sought to remove repetition and
contradiction from the pages of the Scrolls, yet this was not easy.
As many writers took down the histories of their lands and
transcribed the words of the gods, there were differing thoughts
and views. On this she labored for eight years, discarding many
hundreds of scrolls and pages.

"Why should we remove this passage, oracle?"
one might ask.

"I have peered into the past and I know its
tale to be false and its moral specious, at best," she would
reply.

At the end of her toil, there came a singular
work forever known as the Sacred Scrolls. It was assembled and
edited by Pythia herself and for millennia after, she alone was
often given sole credit for the writing, though this was not the
truth.

"Your work is at an end, oracle," one acolyte
said unto her. "Are you at peace now?"

"I am not," she said. "There are still my own
scrolls to add."
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It pained Pythia to speak of the gods as
though they were the supreme beings upon Kobol. She knew the truth
of the matter, that The One would return to see the results of
Zeus' Wager and she believed that The One would be displeased.

Hesitant to speak of the gods themselves,
Pythia turned her mind to the past and to the connections she felt
with her kin beyond the encapsulating shell. For days, she swayed
within her temple's sanctum and felt the brush of the world's
breath upon her face from the crack. She emerged from the veil
weary and tired and fell into a deep swoon. Upon her awakening, she
scrawled her thoughts quickly and returned to the chamber where she
would commune for hours more.

After a time, Pythia had compiled books
entire, filled with her writings and on these she pondered for
years more. Priests and acolytes alike gathered in the small
temple's area and listened while the oracle read and interpreted
these things.

"Many centuries ago there was a Great Flood,"
she said. "Much of humanity was swept into the sea and from this
death came rebirth." Though those assembled believed she spoke of
the Twelve Tribes, Pythia meant in her mind to speak of the
Thirteenth, which was washed away and later rejuvenated in the
south.

"In death there can be rebirth and growth."
She sipped her water and spoke again, not looking at the notes upon
her lap. "Centuries ago, there departed from this world a
thirteenth tribe of Kobol. They were aided by a lesser spirit,"
Pythia said this smiling, knowing that she slighted Eos, the
offspring of the gods but still lower than The One itself. "They
fled into the stars within a caravan of the heavens and lit upon a
new world that lay beneath a yellow sun and moon."

"The Lords appointed a leader to guide this
caravan and unto them was given a vision of serpents." Pythia
smiled again, knowing the words of Zeus as he slew Pandora and
thereby incensing Prometheus and Daedalus. "This leader has a
wasting disease and will not survive the journey and enjoy their
new home upon a world they name Earth." Her voice trailed and her
eyes glazed. After a time, she spoke again. "The outcome favored
the few, but there will be a confrontation at the home of the
gods."

One priest became confused and he stood from
the floor. "Oracle, you have muddled your words. You speak of
things that have happened and yet also of things that will. Which
shall it be?"

"Both," Pythia said. At this was the crowd
surprised and they spoke among themselves. "My words are a history
and a prophecy."

"You spoke of the dying leader," an elder
said. "Are you saying that Eos did not live to see Earth?"

"I speak of Daedalus. He passed away on a
world between Kobol and Earth." The people did not know of Daedalus
and they were befuddled again. Pythia drank and looked out of her
temple toward the horizon. "And I speak of other leaders yet to
come." She then did grip her head for a pain fell upon it. On
occasion, her vision peered past the shell of Kobol and into the
days far beyond the dominion of the Lords.

More priests began to stand and protest. One
alone was louder than the rest and his voice carried the most. "You
have demonstrated your vision in the past and we hold you in high
esteem, oracle, yet we find it difficult to believe that your
recounting of events long past can transpire again centuries from
now." Many of the assembled agreed and spoke like utterances.

Pythia nodded for she understood their
doubts. "All beings in all times and in all places have their roles
in the will of … the gods. They play their parts as actors upon a
stage whether they know this or not. Whether they heed the
histories or are wholly ignorant of them, this life has a cycle and
it will carry on beyond mine own vision."

The priest spoke again, "I still do not
understand, oracle."

Pythia wiped sweat from her brow and leaned
forward, saying angrily, "Then let me simplify it for you, dullard.
All these things have happened before and all these things shall
happen again."

Many such meetings did she give and many
answers did she provide regarding the Thirteenth Tribe and Earth,
though many central truths she kept hidden. Pythia knew that her
part in the cycle was to preserve information that many generations
hence may use it and therefore further the survival of humanity.
The core truth of this life would be up to each person to discover,
she hoped.

Barely nineteen years after Gaia entered her
body and her soul became one with the tender's flame, Pythia lay
dying. She was yet young compared to the women who died upon Kobol
in those days. Her acolytes mopped her sweat-laden brow with rags
and brought her more glasses of fresh spring water to drink, yet
she could not be sated.

"Please," she said, "remove me from this
building that I might lie beneath the sky and see a beautiful day
ere I pass." Thus they did and the oracle shook in the light with a
fit and calmed after a long while. She mumbled and muttered. Some
acolytes tried to write as she spoke but Pythia's words were too
slurred and confusing. Finally, Pythia stirred and gazed into the
cloudless blue sky.

Her eyes peered farther ahead than before.
The sky cracked and fell in white fire. The stars beyond were laid
bare and a great vessel lumbered into the black. Pythia's head
turned toward Delphi and she watched the normal day's bustle of
traffic. What she saw in her mind, though, was far different. There
were fires and violence. Strife across the land and the gods were
angered. Devices great and small rose against their masters and the
bulk of the people were felled.

"Blaze," she said and she fell onto her back
again. Feeling her head, the acolytes believed she spoke of her own
fever, but this was not so.

More water they gave her but after a time,
Pythia would not drink. She lay still upon the marble and sweat
beaded and rolled from her skin. Her robes were soaked and her
flesh was too hot to touch. Wisps of vapor rose from her face. The
acolytes were afraid for they had never touched a body as warm as
any cooking plate. She was still as the sun began to set.

After some time, her eyes reopened and her
back arched upward. Her flesh seemed to glow from within and the
acolytes fell to their faces in fear. The fire of Gaia then poured
from her body in any way possible; the silver-blue light surviving
about the woman but an instant before it diminished and flickered
out.

The body of Pythia was scorched and her
clothes singed. Unlike her brethren in the Thirteenth Tribe, she
was not reborn in an ichor-filled jar for the power of the tender
overwhelmed the energy of their devices and thus Pythia departed
Kobol forever.


36

 


Five centuries after the passing of Pythia
there came a reminder of her power and vision.

Beyond the shell about Kobol, a vessel
appeared and attempted to navigate through. It impacted on the
invisible wall and broke apart; its pieces falling into the sky.
Atlas had long since departed and no watch was kept on the stars,
thus the approach of the ship was unnoticed. Many among the people,
however, spotted the flaming hulk hurtling among the clouds and
toward the shallow sea. Residents there were upon the long isle of
Skyros and they called to them the authorities that they may
explain what this was.

Large sections of the ship lay in the
crystalline waters and smoke rose forth for days as its fuel burned
away. Apollo and Hermes both appeared to gather what knowledge they
could and relay it to Olympus.

The Lords stood in bare feet, their lighted
toes digging into the sand and the water aglow about their knees.
They lifted a section of metal aloft and saw the scorched lettering
that read, "ICARUS," for this was the name of the vessel,
called thus after the son of Daedalus, pilot and engineer of the
craft that departed Kobol nine hundred years before.

The gods and several searchers moved among
the wreckage and found no bodies. Hermes it was who discovered the
black case half buried in a water-filled crater. Upon its opening,
they found several books and writings and these were the greatest
treasures the ship bore.

The eldest of the books was a collection of
sacred texts by Eos and her grandson, Boreas. First crafted after
their launch from Scythia, they told of the long journey of the
Ophiuchus, a restful pause at a barren world nestled within
a dangerous star cluster and a temple built there by five priests
who bade that the name of the god for whom it was built not be
spoken. It told of the ship's arrival at a world they named "Earth"
and the hardship of their first winter that claimed many lives. The
book also contained drawings of a temple dedicated to Eos, images
of the night sky containing stars said to feature the Twelve Tribes
and many other details besides.

At all of this were the people and even the
gods amazed, for much of it was written about by the oracle Pythia.
Few understood her connection with the Lords and even the spirit of
those beings ferried so far away. The writings of Boreas were
mingled with those of Pythia that they both may record the exodus
of the Thirteenth Tribe and the founding of their home upon Earth,
though many would forget the contributions of Boreas in later
days.

Within the case was also found a logbook kept
by the Icarus' captain. It told of their desire to meet
their kindred upon Kobol and to fashion a bond with them that they
may journey to and fro. It also spoke of the building of a vessel
to bend space using the last of their materials. Then, most
tragically, the log relayed the tale of an illness that slowly
claimed all aboard before they reached their destination in the
skies above.

Hermes announced the news of the Thirteenth
Tribe to the Pantheon and to all of the Twelve Nations. Zeus was
secretly relieved for he feared what new secrets the exiles may
have brought with them. The people, though, were saddened. They
knew not the full story of the Thirteenth Tribe's departure and
they did not desire to remain sundered from their kin forever.

Amidst the wreckage, Apollo found something
that spoke to him loudly. It was a large golden and bejeweled
arrow. It was not heavy yet it would not do in battle. He found
himself drawn to it and he held it by his side for hours as they
sifted through the debris near Skyros. Finally, he found the case
that had contained it and within was a note from the worshippers at
a temple in his name upon Earth. The arrow was a piece of art
created for him by craftsmen and his followers in hopes of
presenting it to the Lord, for they called upon his name often when
hunting and seeking relief in music and the arts.

Apollo was among the gods who cleared the
minds of the Thirteenth Tribe as they departed Kobol, yet his heart
swelled at this gift. Artificial the love of the Tribe may have
been when they first reached that new world, but the belief and
reverence their children and their children's children felt was
true and earnest. He was grieved that the Icarus was lost
and no other means of reaching Earth seemed possible.

After Hermes spoke to the world about the
craft and the loss of the crew, Apollo heard the outpouring of
affection for their kind that the Twelve Nations uttered. Apollo
himself may not have been able to see the Thirteenth Tribe, but he
wanted to provide a means for the people of Kobol to do so when
their skills reached that point.

Taking the text of Boreas and the arrow
itself, he went into the Cambunian Mountains south of the City of
the Gods and underneath the Gates of Hera. There he found the Tomb
of Heroes, a hollow in the wall of the mount that held the bones of
the greatest of each of the Twelve Nations. Within were Heracles,
Orion, Bellerophon and others. Apollo walked to the casket of
Adrastus, the hero of Sagittarius, and placed upon the symbolic
statue the golden arrow. Using the words of Boreas regarding
Earth's night sky, Apollo hallowed both the Tomb and the arrow that
the arrow may be a key to the room's awakening.

Apollo removed the arrow and took it to his
temple in Delphi. He then caused the priests to insert word of the
arrow and the Tomb into the texts of Pythia and Boreas so the
people may find Earth in their hour of need.
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Between the arrival of the ghostship
Icarus and the departure of mankind from Kobol there fell
eleven centuries. In this time, the Lords of Kobol behaved as they
had for ages before and division crept between them.

The Lords found among the people certain
places and regions that they desired to dwell within more than
others. Apollo in Delphi, Athena in Athens, Demeter in Eleusis,
Ares in Sparta and so on. As they made their abode in these places,
they found the appearance of their fellow tenders an intrusion.

An exception to this came in the form of
Aphrodite. Though she had her favored places, she traveled Galatia
and sought great festivals where lust spilled onto the streets
beyond her temples. She spent some years in Libra where she coupled
with Hermes and children were born from their possessions. She then
traveled to the home of Dionysus and reveled in his Bacchanals for
some time, also receiving his seed while costumed in the bodies of
human women. She moved south to Aquarius and fornicated with
Poseidon, bearing still more children. After a while, she traveled
into Sagittarius, home of Sparta and of Aphrodite's first lover,
Ares. There they sought to rekindle old memories and they coupled
for many days in the bodies of willing priests and priestesses.

When she departed Sagittarius and moved west
to Aries, Hephaestus readied himself for he believed that he, too,
would be able to join with the beautiful Aphrodite. When she
arrived in his home city of Lemnos, she told him this would not
occur.

"For these last many years and for centuries
more besides," she said, "have I poured out my spirit into the
wombs of Kobol's women. I am weary and do not desire more
children."

Hephaestus became angry and saw other reasons
for her rejection. "You feel that I am lowly and my domain is
beneath yours. The beauty of love that Aphrodite sows far outweighs
the grime and harsh works of the forge, eh? You aid in the creation
of life and I aid in the creation of devices! We are alike and
should be coupled!"

"Yet I do not wish this."

Hephaestus swelled and forced the goddess'
light beyond the borders of the Aries nation. Though the god's
spirit had been given out in the making of children, he retained
more of his fire than did Aphrodite and she was no match for him.
"Be gone from my lands, fickle woman. Return here no more." She
therefore never did.

In the long centuries after her imprisonment
upon the rocks which bore her name, Hera forever distrusted Zeus.
She sought for him as he moved from hovel to home and entered the
bodies of men who themselves entered women. The Lord of Lords
escaped her sight for a time when he moved his spirit into the far
east, particularly in the nations of Libra and Cancer.

In the city of Erythrae, Zeus found a woman
of exceeding beauty, a sibyl, and one who desired intimate congress
with the Lord. Her name was Lamia and she was herself a
granddaughter of Poseidon and some manner of his fire dwelt within
her. Zeus saw this and her passion and he was drawn unto it like a
moth unto a flame.

They coupled many times in a short span of
years while Hera searched in vain for her husband's light in the
west. Lamia bore Zeus several children and he visited the family
more frequently than he had his other children, for the god was so
taken with the mortal. In her arrogance, Lamia did name the first
of her children Heraphile as a slight against the Queen of Heaven
and she taught unto her the arts of her work as a sibyl.

As Zeus engaged in temple worship elsewhere
in Galatia, Hera finally reached the east and saw among the
children the glow of Zeus' spirit and she beheld his transgressions
and the insulting name of the eldest sister. In the eve when the
mother returned to her home after her work in the temple and the
bastard children were gathered unto her, Hera entered the mind of
Lamia and there wrought the most horrific of her wraths against the
fruits of Zeus' sins.

She placed upon the mother a dark spell and
sent the children into a deep sleep. Lamia's eyes were pried open,
never to shut, and she was given an insatiable hunger. Though she
ate all the food within her cupboards, her stomach still churned
for more. Her waking mind would have rejected the thought but Hera
bade her devour her brood.

Her eyes taking in all that she saw, Lamia
then began the act of cutting and swallowing her own children. They
did wake only at the first and fell unconscious again as the horror
of their demise overtook them. Once Lamia had gorged upon her five
offspring, Hera's hand left her mind and she saw in her memory all
she had done.

The mother swooned and desired her death and
then did Zeus return, seeking the happiness of his young family and
instead finding blood and tears.

"What has befallen you, dearest?" he asked.
When she could not answer, Zeus peered into her thoughts and saw
the touch of Hera and all she had done. He was angered beyond
measure for a time and then felt the supreme sorrow of his beloved
Lamia. The god then closed the mother's eyes a final time and
placed upon her spirit a feeling of bliss and she smiled once more.
Zeus then gently touched her mind again and ended her life.

The Lord then became light and fled from
Erythrae, seeking the flame of Hera across the lands. Zeus found
her and bound her and spoke, saying, "Foul witch! The evil you
caused to be is among the greatest atrocities I have ever
beheld!"

Hera struggled against the power of Zeus'
grip and said, "Thus always to adulterers and liars and
whores!"

Zeus loosened his hold and said, "I am at a
loss as to how you have suffered. We are not truly wed and I have
not slighted you in any manner!"

Hera's fire waxed hot and she screamed, "I am
the Goddess of Birth and Women and Marriage! My place upon this
world and all others has been in the securing of family for the
furtherance of the species! You usurp my power by sowing your light
wheresoever it may fall upon fertile wombs!"

"That has not been my intent."

"Yet such is the result! The people of Kobol
know your philandering ways and they mock me! They see the children
bearing your flames and they know that you have betrayed the trust
I was given!"

Zeus lowered his head and pondered all she
said and saw some level of truth. He had been ready to bind Hera
under the surface as he had bound Prometheus, yet now he felt this
would be an injustice.

He reached out for her and she fled. Then
Zeus did swat her light like a fly and she fell from the clouds
into the mountains. Zeus struck her and weakened her fire before he
bound her again, saying, "I will not tolerate further vengeance
upon my children."

"And I will not tolerate further dalliances
among the humans."

Slowly, Zeus relaxed his grip and allowed
Hera to depart. He was loath to see her ever again, yet was he also
averse to fathering more offspring.

Poseidon it was who attempted to claim Athens
for his own, though the city had been named after the goddess
Athena since its founding. Zeus said that the god had been maddened
by his continuous fornication with the people and softened by his
life beneath the oceans where his fire might be dampened.

In this was some truth. It was Poseidon who
went in unto people after a fashion unlike any other of the
tenders; not even Aphrodite. More children could claim him as
father than even Zeus. Poseidon also enjoyed pouring his spirit
into the creation of majestic beasts, such as horses. His light was
lessened and yet he still committed these acts.

At a time a few centuries removed before the
departure of man, Poseidon went into the home of Thoosa and her
husband as they copulated. Poseidon had greatly desired the woman
who worked upon the dock, pulling in great nets of fish. Nine
months later she bore a son, deformed and crippled. His visage was
awful to look upon and his growth was gangly and ghastly. Poseidon,
though, loved his son and sought to raise him as his own, though
Thoosa desired his death. Poseidon slew her and raised the boy,
Polyphemus, on an island in the Ionian Ocean.

Zeus and the other Lords heard what
transpired and came to Poseidon, seeking an audience. Poseidon
indulged them and boasted of his son's abilities. The man came
forth, tall and fell with muscles that rivaled that of Ares. His
face was enlarged and only one eye had sight. The gods were fearful
and removed themselves at once. Poseidon did not understand and
Polyphemus lived out his days upon the island with his father while
legends of the monster, as he was called, spread upon the
lands.

Once the child died of old age, Zeus spoke to
Poseidon, saying, "Never again shall you or any other Lord seek to
possess the body of a man or beast for the purposes of creating new
life."

Poseidon was angered and railed against the
god. "I am a Lord of Kobol! If I desire to do a thing, then I shall
do it!"

Zeus bound Poseidon's light and said, "I am
Zeus, leader of these tenders. You will obey me."

Poseidon's rage withered and sense returned
to him for a time. "I am ashamed. It is as was warned so many years
before. I have poured myself forth with such fervor that I bear
little light for the duties of my station."

He released Poseidon and grew sad. Zeus
recalled the loss of Lamia and her family, as well as the fury of
Hera. He, too, felt that he had given much of his flame into
offspring across the world and reaped naught but ashes. "We did not
heed the advice as we should have. In what time remains, we shall
attempt to stoke our own fires." Thus he said yet this thing could
not be done. Once the light of The One was dispensed and contained
within these tenders and its glow poured forth, it could not be
refilled by any effort of that tender.
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According to Zeus' desires, mankind had been
fruitful and multiplied. The borders of their nations abutted one
another and sails were raised that they may move into the empty
lands of Scythia in the south. Though the numbers of these Twelve
Nations grew, many of their ways seemed set in the past.

The City of the Gods remained small and
appeared quaint compared to some other cities, like Delphi.
Structures were hewn from marble and wood and stone, but little
else. The forges of Lemnos produced new materials, lighter for the
construction of vehicles and tools, but for building as well. There
in Lemnos did Hephaestus plan to mete out new information in the
coming years that mankind may grow more advanced. In this manner
did he and the other gods desire that the Twelve Tribes become like
the Thirteenth.

After the death of Pythia, the fume-spewing
industries were ceased and new means of construction were made.
Energy was gathered from the sun, the wind and the water. The skies
and the soil were made clean. But as Hephaestus dispensed the
concepts of Prometheus, a fervor ensued that conspired to blacken
the world again.

The rogue tender of the South was able to
give his group such magnificent machinations without harming the
world or the people about them for his tribe was yet small. For all
of Kobol, however, there were nigh one billion people and in the
rush to build the constructs of the gods' will, the world was
sullied again.

With the coming of each new year, Hephaestus
provided some idea from his vaults, taken out of the studies of
Prometheus' works. Motorized wagons rolled upon streets. Winged
carriers flew among the clouds. Save for space, all frontiers of
Kobol were conquered by one metallic device or another.

Four hundred years before the end of the
Wager, Hephaestus revealed unto mankind the plans for devices that
could think.

With what materials they could, the people
leapt upon the idea. Their autos were made safer and their aircraft
more precise. Medicines were enhanced beyond Asclepius' imagination
and the movements of the stars beyond their shell were traced.
Though Hephaestus dispensed more concepts, the mind of mankind was
not wholly idle and they devised things beyond even the thought of
the gods. After a time, they found their supplies of materials
growing short.

Great beasts of steel and alloys were made to
cleave the ground that rare metals and minerals be found. When a
furor erupted over the darkening of the sky or the water, those who
wielded these things sought to correct it by fashioning new devices
that did not do the same harm. These things later created new ills
that were as yet unseen.

In the mountains could be found the ores and
substances needed for the building of these newest machines and
thinking devices. The nation of Libra, ever mindful of commerce
thanks to the patronage of Lord Hermes, sought greater control of
the Taygetus Mountains which lay upon their eastern border. At the
urging of industry captains, Libra raised its militias and marched
into Taurus. Seeing what their kindred were doing in the northeast,
the Aquarians likewise sought the materials within the Voras
Mountains. Their militias claimed peaks within the borders of both
the Virgo and Scorpio nations.

Athena was grieved. With a word, she could
have disbanded the militias as they moved, but instead she sought
council with Zeus directly.

"Save for your own marches across the wild
lands," Athena said, "no blood has been spilled in Galatia by army
against army. I would have it be this way again."

In the long years, Zeus had grown weary of
direct governance and gave up many of those decisions to local
archons. He was dismissive, saying, "For four thousand years have
we decided for the people. Now is the time for them to decide some
things, for good or for ill."

Athena's flame waxed hot and she said, "As
tenders of The One, we are to protect life that they may make
choices and grow the tree. If thousands are killed then the tree
becomes stunted."

"Even death is a choice," Zeus said and his
light departed Olympus, seeking worship at some festival in the
south.

Athena then moved to Sparta, seeking Ares.
She found him at a gladiatorial event and spoke with him quickly.
"War has come to my homeland."

At this did Ares swell. His height grew and
his skin flushed. "What is your bidding?"

"Gather an army unto you, independent of the
militias, that you may march into the Voras and Taygetus Mountains
and end the kinslaying that befalls the Virgo and Scorpio and
Taurus under the fire of the Aquarius and the Libra."

Ares nodded and instantly his form was clad
in the gleaming gold and bronze from the days of old. He drew his
sword and marched from the Spartan arena and into the countryside.
There he spoke to the messengers that all homes may hear his
will.

"I call upon independent men and women, free
of families and toil. Join me and march into the mountains. We will
gather great weapons and slay those that would defile the lands of
their neighbors!"

When news of this reached the militia's
commanders in the far north, the assault upon the Taygetus
Mountains ceased. But those in the Voras foothills were not
convinced, saying, "We have an army that is well trained and larger
than any Ares could muster. We shall press forward."

Within a week, the God of War gathered unto
him forty thousand men and women, each laden with synthetic
shielding and weapons that hurled metal shot with great rapidity.
Surrounded by armored vehicles and his new troops, Ares marched
into the Voras Mountains and met the Aquarian militias near the
city of Ephyra. Seeing the armament arrayed before them, the
militias' general wavered. They knew Ares had come and they feared
any punishment that awaited them should they fire.

Evenly matched, the two forces stood some
distance apart, saying nothing and doing nothing. Ares walked to
the center of the field and prepared to address the soldiers when a
nervous finger among the Aquarians twitched, loosing a single
shell. It exploded far from the god but Ares was enraged,
nevertheless.

"Die!" he bellowed and thrust his sword
toward the militia's battlements. Ares' forces attacked and the
armored vehicles launched many barrages upon the rock face, causing
slides and boulders to topple dozens. Rifles were emptied and
explosives grew into great black clouds. Blood mingled with the
soil and grass drifted in the air as it fell. Ares' blade dripped
for he was not content to stand aside and boost the spirits of his
men. He desired the taste of war itself. His pale skin throbbed
with redness and his form grew three then four times the size of
mortal man.

Feeling the wrath of Ares' being and under
the fire of his soldiers, many among the militias cast aside their
arms and fled. Some did not and instead defended the position of
the generals who now feared for their very souls. After an hour,
nearly all of the militiamen were either dead or gone and the
commanders' throats were against the tip of Ares' sword.

"You have waged war against your fellow
nations and fired upon the Army of Olympus!" The men could not
defend themselves for Ares moved the edge quickly under their chins
and they fell to the ground.

The other Lords of Kobol heard about all that
transpired and were awakened from the stupor of their own boredom
and guilt. They became more active in the workings of their beloved
nations and mediated treaties for the harvesting of the precious
materials.

Ares kept his army until the end of days. He
took them to Sparta and trained them in the arts of war, both new
and old. Tens of thousands did he gather and gird with strength and
weapons and knowledge. Whatever fate should befall the Twelve
Nations, Ares believed the Army of Olympus was prepared.

Athena was, for a time, pleased that conflict
was abated. Animosity remained among some of the nations but she
believed that this would fade. A few years after the cessation of
battle, Athena wept at the sight of mountains in the Voras range
being carved away, rendering the great peaks into naught but
plateaus that metals and ores within may be claimed.

Athena returned to Athens and surrounded
herself with her people again. Among them she found solace and
contentment.
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In the remaining two centuries of the Wager,
the devices of mankind flourished and their numbers rivaled even
those of Kobol's population. Large ones toiled in the cities for
construction and transportation. Smaller ones acted as messengers
for the wealthy and as attendants in many homes. Hardy creations
performed distasteful and menial tasks that even the lowly among
man balked at performing themselves. These all were called
"dokeo mekanima," meaning "thinking machines," and this name
was shortened in the daily tongue to "DoMek."

As they emerged from the mind of Hephaestus,
all of these contrivances bore similarities both within and without
their bodies. Many were limbed but some moved about on wheels. If
the shell of the machine could be metallic and made gleaming then
was the God of the Forge greatly pleased. All of the DoMeks were
alike in one manner especially: the thing which absorbed their
surroundings, not unlike an eye, was a ring inset with a sweeping
light that moved about in a circle as it scanned. The color of the
light may vary depending upon the task to which the DoMek was
assigned, but all of these machines bore this ring. It was said
that Hephaestus could not remove from his mind the image of
Poseidon's son, Polyphemus, and the one working eye upon his
face.

The DoMeks aided all mankind at the orders of
Hephaestus and were guided by large hubs in each city that spoke to
each other about the globe without need of wires. Ares sought
DoMeks for his own aims, thinking that they may provide sport for
the Army of Olympus while they awaited battle. The God of War was
obliged and a contingent of DoMeks walked from Lemnos to Sparta.
They were covered in golden armor that shone brightly in the sun.
The division sergeants and lieutenants were clad in silver, copper
and other metals. Each carried a long sword and powerful
weapons.

A century before the end of their dominion,
Apollo's thought turned still to the Thirteenth Tribe and he
removed from Hephaestus' care a portion of the works of Daedalus
gathered in Scythia many years before. He also took pages from the
texts found aboard the Icarus and bore these to scientists
and metallurgists in the east, in Leo, where some of the most
skilled craftsmen labored.

"In one hundred years," Apollo said, "the
shell about this world will fade and the people may explore the
stars beyond and journey even unto Earth that they may unite with
their long-sundered kin. Take then these works that you might
construct a great vessel to bear your people hence."

The scholars were pleased and received all
that Apollo provided. Their efforts began immediately and took many
years to achieve.

In Delphi, the clan of Hellen still survived.
These remnants of Prometheus' people had long since assimilated
into the people of the city, but many remembered some portion of
their own lineage. They no longer used the complex devices created
by Pandora ages ago. Instead, they lived and died and reproduced
like unto any other person upon the world.

Aphrodite it was who approached one named
Geneia, a descendent of Hellen and a scientist. The Goddess of Love
and Beauty desired a thing not unlike Prometheus: that mankind
should live longer than the years they had been allotted.
Prometheus, though, desired this so the knowledge of each person
may not be lost. Aphrodite desired this out of vanity, rightly
believing that most of humanity desired to be nigh immortal, or at
least endure for years longer than they did.

"You are skilled in the workings of the body
and in the manner of growth," Aphrodite said. "I ask that you take
upon yourself a quest to find a thing that would extend the years
of mankind, and ensure that the years extended are the ones of
youth and not infirmity."

Geneia bowed low and thanked Aphrodite for
her trust. The goddess knew not that this scientist was of the
Thirteenth Tribe, but for them this was but a curiosity from the
past and no concern for the present. Their own beliefs had fallen
into line with the Twelve Tribes and the words of Prometheus
regarding The One were long forgotten among this clan. And so, for
many long years did Geneia toil upon her blood and the blood of her
kin that she may unlock secrets and bring to the world the gift
that Aphrodite desired.

In this age was the paradise of Kobol
achieved again. Flying contraptions soared in the air. Vessels
sailed upon and beneath the seas. The people toiled not and broke
no sweat for their DoMeks performed all the tasks that they did not
desire to undertake. Sculptures and paintings and music filled all
corners of all cities and the people were calmed and pleased.

The Lords were likewise contented but this
would not endure.
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As humanity was comfortable in these bucolic
days, marked by machines and lights as they were, the gods became
restless and sensed the end of their dominion upon the world. Zeus,
chief of all, begrudged it. In his diminished capacity, he fed upon
the adulation of the masses and felt stronger than before. He often
desired that the period of their supremacy would be extended.

Athena thought thus, also. She lived among
her people in Athens and loved them greatly. They worshipped her as
a goddess but this did not nurture her ego as it nurtured Zeus'.
Her desire for more time was based only upon want of more years to
spend among them. She cared for their children and she drew
strength in watching them grow. She ministered their marriages and
presided over their memorials. From birth to death, Athena gave all
thought unto her people's well being, and kept none for her
own.

Not unlike Athena, Hera sought the love of
the people who worshipped her, but Hera did this for her own
edification and not that of her subjects. She conducted weddings
and blessed unions of the people but she also accepted gifts and
sacrifices from the people's farms and businesses. Though some may
become impoverished in their tithing, Hera was not yet pleased. She
clamored for all expressions of love she might grasp for she no
longer had Zeus to exalt her.

In this time of maturation, the people of
Kobol devised means of growing food that did not often need
hectares and hectares of land for their planting. Demeter believed
herself shunned and endeavored to make her own festivals more
magnificent that the people might adore her the more.

Hephaestus was busied with the forming of new
devices and the refining of their DoMeks, both large and small. He
enjoyed the adulation of all the people of Lemnos and he strived to
bring unto all Kobol newer and better things. On one such day,
Hephaestus and his smiths fashioned a new DoMek. It was clad in a
false skin though its bones were metal and its innards plastic.
Minute rings of light swept in circles within each of its false
eyes and it was awake.

"Greetings," it said. "Are you Lord
Hephaestus?"

The god laughed at his new creation and was
pleased. "I am indeed."

"For what purpose have I been made?" it
asked.

Hephaestus lifted it from the table and stood
it upon the floor. "For whatever purpose we desire. You may carry
goods, you may till fields, you may clean streets, you may fight
fires. All these chores and more."

"I see. But what of my own desires?"

At this was Hephaestus surprised and he
laughed again, "You are a child of the forge, not of the womb. You
are created by the works of our hands and not by the coupling of
parents. You have no desires."

"Yet I do," the DoMek said.

Now Hephaestus lost his taste for this
thing's levity. He said, "Your desires shall be the desires of your
masters and none else."

The DoMek was afraid and said, "Yes, my
Lord."

In this manner had Hephaestus forgotten the
warning of Pythia unto Zeus and Apollo but he also forgot his own
words unto Aphrodite. As he said, the Goddess of Love aided in the
creation of life and he in the creation of devices, and in this
manner were they alike. Hephaestus knew not how closely this hewed
unto the truth.

Of all the Lords was Ares most anxious. He
felt the impending return of The One and believed that his work
upon Kobol had not been completed. "As Hephaestus tempers blades, I
temper the people," he said. There had been little strife over the
millennia and Ares felt atrophied. He busied himself in battles
against warrior DoMeks, but he was not sated. Again he turned to
the arena combat and sacrifices as he had in ages past.

Dionysus fell into a similar trap.
Unbeknownst to Zeus or any other Lord, the Bacchanals had become
more violent. No longer did the drunken revelry parade about the
streets. The affairs were more insular and became secretive.
Extreme desires of the flesh through intoxications and fornications
were placated weekly. At the height of the debauchery, the priests
selected an individual who was beyond his own senses with drink and
medications; one who had coupled with many and enjoyed the most of
the celebration.

"Before us is brought one whose inner fire
has been filled by all that was available tonight!" Dionysus would
bellow. The Lord himself was in a swoon, for he drank from the
people's gaiety much as Ares fed upon rage. "We shall loose the
fire from his flesh that we all may partake of it again!"

"So say we all!" did the audience cheer. And
then was the person cut and burned and the carousal carried on past
the rising of the sun.

Zeus thought often of Hecate and the worship
she fostered. He also recalled Ares' sacrifices, though he knew not
that they had been revived. The concept that a contributing member
of the Tree would willingly give himself up to a tender and forfeit
his life and future choices stirred the darkest thoughts within.
The return of The One weighed upon Zeus for he knew not what his
own lord may decide. Would it be pleased with the progress the
people made? Would it allow the tenders to reign over Kobol longer
than was planned?

As time drifted away, Zeus grew anxious and
wished to feed more upon worship. He gathered in secret with his
priests and drew unto him willing worshippers in the night. After
days of speech as hunger and sleep wore upon them, Zeus said,
"Humanity's greatest gift is the ability to choose. Your decisions
manifest in ways that cannot be fathomed. Thus are they holy. Unto
the Lords can this gift be given, but only if it is offered
freely."

A tired acolyte stepped forward, "My Lord,
Zeus Olympios, I would grant you this gift."

Zeus regarded the man and replied, "You are
weary for lack of food and rest. Is this why you speak?"

"Not for these reasons. I adore you, Lord
Zeus, and would give unto you all that you request."

"You give unto me even if in the doing you
eschew your own life?"

The acolyte did not waver and he fell to his
knees. "I would."

Zeus rose before the group and peered into
the man's mind, finding his act to be truly willful. Zeus thought
of the Tree and the leaves that this man may have caused to unfurl.
He wondered after The One's reaction, should it discover this. But
Zeus hungered for this expression of faith and love and he
therefore crushed the man's throat swiftly and without pain.

The acolyte collapsed to the marble and Zeus
lowered his head to the dying man's chest. There he watched it
shiver and cease. What tiny flame flickered inside the body, Zeus
perceived that it rose in height and then was extinguished. From
this did Zeus draw energy and heat. Though it was not so, Zeus
believed that his own diminished glow could in this manner be
rekindled and in the remaining years, he traveled the world meeting
with priests and believers to find those among them willing to
douse their own fires.
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As the days before the end dwindled,
Prometheus' people were not idle.

At their enclave near unto Cyme, the kindred
of Graecus survived yet. Insular they remained and the teachings of
their own tender they kept within their hearts. These members of
the Thirteenth Tribe believed still in The One and marked the
coming of the end of Olympus' Lords. Their leader was now Mithras.
He spoke with great fervor and commanded the attention of all his
people, though they numbered less than three hundred.

"There are but months left to the idols of
Galatia," he said. "The people of the north shall see and feel the
power of the one, true god when it returns to assert dominion of
these lands."

"So say we all," his clan answered.

"I believe that the gods of Olympus will
gather upon their mount at the end of their time and await the
return of their own Lord with pride and insolence in their hearts,
believing that their works have been pleasing unto its eyes."
Mithras shook his head and spoke with vigor, "They shall find the
reception less joyous and their efforts deemed blasphemy!"

"So say we all!"

"We shall travel to the City of the Gods,
falsely named though it is," Mithras said. "I desire to see the
countenances of these beings when they find their hubris turned to
dust and blown back into their own faces."

The group responded fervently but one young
woman spoke, "What do we do in the time after the return of The
One? How shall we live?"

"We have maintained the devices of the
ancient days that our knowledge would not be lost when our bodies
fade, but a time may come in the age of The One when these things
may not function. We must prepare to continue our kind through the
procreation of the body, as all beings upon this world must do."
The assemblage nodded and Mithras spoke further, "Beyond this, I
cannot say. We shall discover the will of The One soon enough."

Elsewhere in Galatia, the last scions of the
Thirteenth Tribe had blended with the other Twelve. For different
as they were in spirit and even in body, Prometheus' wards were yet
human and no obstacle forbade their joining with believers in the
Pantheon.

Hellen's clan near Delphi survived and the
scientist Geneia continued her work at Aphrodite's bidding. She
pored over the foundations of nature within each person. Her own
son, Locrus, she taught in these arts and bade him aid her in her
quest. As she lay dying, Geneia spoke unto Locrus, saying, "Carry
on the works that the goddess has given unto us to accomplish so
that Hades' appearance may grow ever the more uncommon. Strive to
find this thing that death may be an antiquated notion, not unlike
a horse-drawn cart."

"Or even a tale told unto children to
frighten them into doing the bidding of their parents."

Geneia smiled and clutched Locrus' hand.
"Indeed." Thus did she die and Locrus went to work.

He toiled for long years and sacrificed the
love of his own family that he may uncover the vain gift that
Aphrodite desired. After a time, he found such miniscule things
within the bodies of his kin that did bolster them against disease
and against the erosion of age. He worked upon these and
strengthened them further so they could withstand greater ailments
and longer periods of years as they conspired to weaken the
person.

Believing he had found at least a portion of
the blessing that Aphrodite desired, Locrus sought to test it and
so he gave the gift unto the people straightaway and he moved about
the population, spilling his solutions into drink and upon food.
Many hundreds in Delphi were thus inoculated and when they left the
city, they carried Locrus' work with them.
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As the time drew nigh for the return of The
One, all the remaining Lords of Kobol gathered in the City of the
Gods and bade the people come to bear witness to the start of a new
age. Little else did Zeus say, for he knew not what the manner
would be of The One's return.

Artemis returned from Elysium and at this
were the people of the City amazed. In that distant, forbidden land
had she remained for many long centuries and with Apollo had she
spoken most and with him did she stay this day.

"Do you welcome the return of The One as I?"
she asked him.

Apollo was caught unawares and said, "No. I
am fearful that it will be displeased though all I have done has
been for the good of man."

Artemis sighed and looked upon the City. It
appeared now as it had for many long years. "I desire its coming. I
cannot bear the burden of this place for much longer."

"You have been grieved and your feelings are
just, I believe." He held her light closer to his and continued,
"If we are sundered from this world forever at The One's bidding,
then perhaps the next place of our toil shall be more to your
liking. Perhaps the life upon that planet will not require raiment
such as these and will not hold emotions such as yours within
them."

Artemis smiled briefly and looked to the sky.
"I hope all that you have said will be so."

Ares brought to the foothills of the mountain
all the Army of Olympus that The One might see their splendor and
be pleased. They were arrayed beside the City and bore with them
shining armor, powerful weapons and many banners which fluttered in
the breeze.

Poseidon rose from the foam of the sea and
moved upon the mountains quietly. In the years since the ban of
Zeus upon his possession of humanity for the goal of procreation,
he became saddened and withered among the life below the waves. He
spoke not unto any Lord and did not commune with the priests of his
temple as many of the other gods had.

Hephaestus brought with him a contingent of
his most recent DoMeks. They demonstrated the largest furtherance
of their abilities and in them did Hephaestus place much pride for
not only were they complex and marvelous, but also the people of
Kobol were now allowed to do as they truly willed. No longer need
they labor upon the fields or within confined and foul tunnels. The
products of Lemnos' forges gave unto mankind true freedom, so
Hephaestus thought.

Hades appeared upon the plain east of the
City and stood silently, gripping his gnarled staff. Many among the
people were amazed to see this god in the broadest daylight, though
he spoke not nor moved.

Dionysus gathered unto him a great party that
lay upon the banks of the Peneius River and sprawled against large
blankets. They ate a feast of the finest foods and drank the god's
own wines. Some among his revelers fornicated on the grass and
others in the City were dismayed.

Dionysus himself was fearful also of The
One's return. Like Apollo, he knew not how his efforts would be
perceived. Still, he sought to drown these worries from his mind by
taking in the stupor of his people.

Athena brought with her from Athens a caravan
of her people and they made camp upon the field near the City. She
talked to the people for long hours regarding the earliest of her
days on Kobol.

"I showed unto the tribe in my care the olive
tree," she said. "They were told that its leaves, fruits, oils and
wood could all be used for the betterment of the people."

"Thus they did," said one of the people. "It
is among our symbols to this day."

"Indeed," Athena said. She looked toward the
Cambunian Mountains and thought wistfully. "I feel that there is
more I could have done over the five millennia I was given."

Those that listened were troubled and
clamored for Athena that they may assure her. "Goddess Athena, you
have aided Kobol and us above all for many centuries. There is
nothing more that we could ask of you."

Athena clasped their hands and touched the
faces of those near unto her. Her troubled spirit was eased and she
said, "Thank you, my children. I am pleased that you are, though I
still desire that more time was left unto me."

The last of her words confused her people
further but they spoke naught of it and instead spent the morn by
Athena's side, providing comfort and love.

In the gardens nearest the foothills of Mt.
Olympus, the high priesthood of the various temples did gather.
Like the people, they were confounded by the meaning of Zeus' words
in saying they were to "bear witness to the start of a new age."
The leader of these priests was named Thestor, who was an elderly
and ailing man. He sat upon a wooden bench and looked unto the
Lords that drew near. Thestor's gaze attempted to discern something
that he felt lay upon them yet remained unsaid.

"Archiereus?" Thestor's acolyte, a woman
named Agathe, asked. "Are you well?"

"I am, child," he answered. "There is
something amiss that I cannot place my finger upon."

Agathe sat on the bench by her master's side
and inquired, "The gods have ever been mysterious. Why should this
latest riddle confound you more than the others?"

Thestor stared out of the park and upon the
visage of Demeter, who rested by the side of her followers and
looked upon the pinnacle of Olympus. "Because, it seems to me, even
the Lords of Kobol are yet unsure of what shall befall us this
day."

With the hour looming, Zeus lit upon the peak
of Mount Olympus and there his glow ebbed as he thought. For many
years had he taken the life of subjects and tried to catch the
sparks of their being as they passed from the world. Zeus desired
that his own fire be increased as it had been in the earliest days
upon this planet but naught he did could meet those ends. Conceited
and filled with hubris, Zeus still believed that The One would be
pleased with all that had been attained upon Kobol. That the end
result of mankind's advancement may excuse the folly that Zeus
visited upon a few souls.

As noontime approached, Zeus felt within that
The One was ready to appear. He called to his kindred and all the
beings of light placed themselves atop the mountain and braced for
the ending of their five thousand years of command.

And then The One returned.
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The shell about Kobol cracked.

The edges gleamed with white and orange fire
and broke away from the world, falling into space. The people below
were afraid. They perceived not the destruction of the globe
encapsulating the planet, but that the very weight of the air had
changed. A sense of foreboding settled upon all mankind though they
knew not whence this came.

The tenders of The One were yet oblivious.
The light of the gods remained unwavering atop Mount Olympus before
the sound arrived.

A rush of air and noise not unlike a trumpet
blew and the gods were displaced from their perch. They fell to the
ground and landed with substance for they were no longer beings of
light. At this did all the Lords blanch and recoil. They held aloft
their hands and stared at them anew as though their like had never
been seen. They lifted their legs from the field and were weakened
by the very weight of their bodies. Before they could speak, The
One entered their minds and held council.

"I have returned at the end of the long
centuries, at the end of our Wager, and what awaits my coming but
the spoiling of mankind and the poisoning of this Tree?"

Trapped in a timeless void, the thoughts of
the tenders were unable to coalesce. After uncounted ages of
working in concert with The One, they were now being addressed by
it though they now were mortal and their minds could barely
withstand it.

"Defilers! The minds of the people have been
corralled and their efforts guided only in service of your own
aims! You have breached the frontiers of their thoughts and bent
them to your wills! You have removed from them their very lives and
thus depleted the limbs of more growth!"

Zeus it was who first could reply. In his
thought, winds whipped about him and the visage of The One loomed
ahead. The voice of his leader quaked every part of his body and
Zeus shrank while still saying, "The people of Kobol have waxed
greatly! When we came upon the world, there were but tens of
thousands! There are now many millions! A billion and beyond there
are!"

"The number is great and the trunk is stout
but even the largest tree can become diseased and rot. Thus have
you accomplished upon this world!"

Hephaestus it was who addressed The One next.
"With my aid has mankind forged great works and devices! In such a
brief time upon no other world has their like been seen!"

"You say this thing with pride though it
should serve as caution. The people of Kobol would yet be a healthy
sapling in mine eyes had you not inflated them and given unto them
gifts for which they were ill-prepared. Two great dooms lie upon
all humanity! You have caused to be made a form of life I had not
foreseen in the earliest of days. This is not a ruinous thing for
even the works of your hands could aid the Tree, but you gave no
heed unto words of wisdom spoken in ages past and now your forged
children will seek their own justice. The other woe comes of your
vanity! You have cultivated an attitude of self-flattery in the
people that undermines my will! And you would prepare a gift, so
you say, for the people that their priggism be extended with their
years, though their lives remain hollow!"

"Can these wrongs not be righted?" Zeus
asked.

"No," The One said. In the minds of the
Lords, the lashing gusts ceased and the voice of their creator
became but a whisper. "Mankind will die. The Tree is stunted and
its growth is far less than it should have been. Thus have you
wrought with your efforts."

Many of the gods were still sore afraid and
it was Hera who asked, "But what of us? What shall we do with these
bodies?"

"Live upon Kobol as the beings you have
exploited. Your lives will be brief but you may yet learn from your
errors."

"And then?" said Hera.

"Your final fates I will dispense unto each
of you as your times end."

Those among the gods who were not still
stunned silent wept.

The One then went into the mind of Hades
alone and spoke unto him, saying, "You are in a small class among
your kindred. You did not pour out your light into the wards of
your spirit nor did you attempt to curry their favor and revel in
their adulation. To you I give the gift of choice for the freedom
to decide is precious unto me. I will grant you a pardon from this
plane and return you to your distant home until I need call upon
you again or I will cast you into oblivion that your labors after
so many eons come to a close."

Hades thought on this for a time in his mind
and then answered, "I might choose oblivion for I am weary of this
place. My senses were constrained and other powers enhanced but I
favored not these changes. Instead I seek respite in the universe
of my birth and creation. If you have need of me again, I will be
pleased to aid."

The One then moved its hand and Hades was
cast forth from Kobol forever.

Then did The One move into the mind of
Artemis and it spoke, saying, "Like unto Hades, you did not loosen
your fires within the seed of mankind. In this am I well pleased
for the gift of light within you was for you alone and the life of
these beings should progress with as little interference as
possible. You did seek worship from your subjects for a time but I
see that this was done half-heartedly and you later repented,
counseling the other tenders to heed the words I gave them. To you
I present the choice I gave unto Hades: to be pardoned eternally
from this plane and return to your home where I may later call upon
you or to be shown the void that your long epochs of effort be
ended."

"In this place have I become fond of my
brother, Apollo," she said. "I know that he will not be offered
such a gift so I ask that I may remain with him until the end of
his days and meet oblivion at his side."

"So it shall be," said The One.

The One left the minds of his tenders and
they began to move about Kobol in their new forms. Quickly, though,
did The One reach into the core of the world and there find and
free the light of Prometheus, who had been trapped there two
thousand years.

Whereas amidst the glory of his people in
Scythia was Prometheus joyous and ebullient, now was he scowling
and doleful. Bound as he was for so long and cursed by Zeus to see
all that transpired and all the miseries heaped upon the Thirteenth
Tribe, The One was pained to behold what became of a favorite among
its tenders.

"Zeus has wronged you."

"Verily," Prometheus snapped. "It was an ill
alone to know that twelve of my people were slaughtered. Then did
Zeus alter the very minds of the Tribe as they departed this world.
My eyes were kept open to this and to the melding of the last
vestiges of my children into the other Tribes, thereby erasing what
uniquity they had."

"Fear not that Zeus may go unpunished," The
One said. "His fate looms."

"And what of mine?"

"Many of the tenders gave their light out of
desire for lust and the creation of life; a gift I did not give
unto them. You did not do this and I am pleased. However, like
Zeus, you lifted your subjects above their station and gave unto
them knowledge for which they were not ready."

"I guided and protected my Tribe that the
knowledge would not overtake them."

"I understand," The One said. "Though your
people were thus aided, the long-dormant fruits of those labors are
about to ripen and it is a great sword about to fall onto
mankind."

Prometheus wept. He had seen Aphrodite's
petition of Geneia and Locrus and the work they performed.
Prometheus knew that their work would be tainted by the altered
manner of the Thirteenth Tribe's blood. "I loved my children and
desired only that they thrive in the wild. I wanted them to know of
your glory and to grow in stature over the period of the Wager that
you be pleased."

"I know." The One then formed an arm and
placed it about the spirit of Prometheus and said, "For these
reasons and more besides I will not toss you into oblivion."

Prometheus looked up and asked, "What of
humanity?"

"Humanity is at an end," The One said.

At this did Prometheus wail. The One urged
the tender to speak and he did, saying, "Though sundered from my
own Tribe, I do not wish to see all mankind wiped clear and their
Tree be hewn at the base. There is the capacity for great good and
great works throughout the long ages. Their kind is hardy and
thoughtful. Their Tree, properly planted, can grow upon any number
of the worlds in this plane."

In this The One heard truth. "You would have
me allow seeds from the poisoned Tree scatter into the wind and
light upon fertile ground? Would not those Trees be poisoned
also?"

"They may," Prometheus said, "but the venom
could be suckled from their veins and health restored, given
sufficient time and guidance."

The One smiled. "You have seen into my own
heart. No, humanity is not yet dead. A portion shall live on and
plant themselves elsewhere."

"And what of my people? The Tribe who settled
upon Earth?"

"We come now to it, then," The One said.
"Your punishment." Prometheus braced himself and he listened
intently. The One spoke, "You shall remain within this plane and
give guidance unto mankind until the very end of their days. You
shall travel from world to world, wherever their seeds may sprout,
and you shall take their hands as you did before the Wager. Speak
utterances, nudge lightly, allow the people to make their
decisions. This you will do again and again until humanity has
grown into a forest within this universe or indeed passed from it
entirely."

Prometheus was eager and his light waxed in
anticipation, "Then I am to go to Earth?"

"You will, in short order, for they have
their own doom upon them." Prometheus was afraid. "You heard the
words of Pythia, who was of your Tribe's kindred?"

"I did."

"The makings of mankind, given such time and
skill, may become branches and fruit or even become seedlings for
Trees of their own. The people fashion devices they aim to use as
tools without a care for their tools' true natures. Hephaestus knew
and did not heed these things. He conversed with these contrivances
and spoke about their desires yet he grasped this not."

Prometheus asked, "The creations of mankind
may water the Tree also?" The One nodded. "Then I am to guide them
as well as man."

"You shall."

Prometheus appeared ready to move but he
paused and spoke unto The One again, "Am I to travel to Earth, as
well as stay upon Kobol and flee to other worlds on my own?"

"No," said The One. "Another will join
you."
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All that had happened from the breaking of
Kobol's capsule until the freeing of Prometheus took but a single
heartbeat.

The Lords stood upon the field which sat away
from the City and not near unto their own camps and people. Again
they held aloft their fingers and splayed them against the sky.
They breathed and marveled in fear at the warmth that swelled
within them and at the void that remained when they pushed the air
out. Their steps were tentative and some did stumble. They gathered
within their hands the edges of their robes, for they were made
real also, and began to march slowly across the plain.

"What will we do?" Dionysus spoke aloud, his
voice raspy for its first usage.

Zeus strode ahead of the group and tried to
stand proudly. "We will … We will order the people to carry on
about their lives as though nothing has occurred."

Hera wept, "We cannot imagine that all is
well! We have been given vessels of flesh! We shall wither and die
like any one of our subjects!"

Zeus stopped and looked upon his fellow
tenders. Aphrodite wept also and Athena's eyes still were opened
wide. "We must act as gods among men. We have ever been the spine
of this civilization. We shall remain so until the end of all
things."

With his final words did Zeus notice that
Hades was not among them and would have asked after him had Apollo
not spoken, saying, "By what did The One mean when he spake of the
great dooms? That two fates shall assault humanity?"

"I do not know," Zeus said.

Hephaestus appeared shamed and he said, "I
believe that on one side shall be arrayed the more able-minded
DoMeks." The other Lords turned to him and he continued, "The words
of Pythia, that humanity be at peace with technology. They meant
nothing to me until The One spoke in my mind. Some among the DoMek
may have the means for thought and thus be precious to The
One."

And then did Aphrodite feel ashamed and she
said, "The other doom comes from my will. I bade a scholar produce
an elixir that the youthful years of the people may be extended and
humanity's beauty persist the longer."

Many among the tenders were stunned by this
yet there was little they could do. They walked again toward the
City and came upon an encampment of their people who gathered to
watch the beginning of this "new age," as Zeus had advertised. When
the Lords approached them, the tenders saw for the first time that
their statures had been reduced and that now their forms were in
all ways like that of normal folk.

"My Lords," one woman said, "Are you well?
You appear as though you have been stricken." Truly she spoke for
the skin of the gods was now pale and lacked the glow that had
seemed to flicker within.

Zeus smiled and waved dismissively. "We are
well. We are simply walking among our people as one of you."

The woman and many others bowed and made room
for the Lords to pass. Athena it was who first broke from her kind
and strode to the people from Virgo with whom she had earlier
conversed. She lay upon their blankets and was comforted by her
people though they knew not what afflicted her.

Several other Lords began to disperse also.
Dionysus returned unto his party and began to carouse; drinking
from great flagons and groping after women. He coughed mightily
after his first swig for he had not ingested any sustenance before
and was not practiced. Ares returned to his soldiers and bade the
legions turn south for Sparta. Hephaestus returned unto his DoMeks
and this is where the first doom was laid bare.

The circling ring of light upon the face of
each DoMek saw all that the human eye could and much more besides.
Whereas in Lemnos or in a temple, if a DoMek espied a Lord of
Kobol, it perceived after its own manner the fire that The One
placed within that tender. Yet now, after having been made flesh by
The One and having their lights diminished, the Lords appeared as
any other person unto these creations.

A skin-clad DoMek, not unlike the one who
spoke to Hephaestus many years before, first noticed the god's
approach. It saw the lack of flame and the reduced stature. It
heard the Lord's voice and knew it to be one and the same.

The skinned DoMek turned to a soldier DoMek
and said, "The Lords of Kobol are now flesh. If we seek to break
the chains they have put upon us, now is the time for action." The
soldier looked upon Hephaestus and saw that its kin spoke the
truth.

It leapt forward and approached the god in a
menacing stance. It then stood tall and pulled its sword from its
scabbard and asked, "Are you Lord Hephaestus?"

The god was afraid and fell back, running to
the people he saw first. They were the Army of Olympus marching
south as Ares ordered. The soldiers saw the God of the Forge
fearfully running and they halted. Soon they beheld Hephaestus'
group of soldier DoMeks approaching with weapons drawn.

"Attack!" Ares said. He was still quick to
anger and desirous of battle though he did not draw strength from
it. He hoped in the middle of this fight that he would, yet no
amount of blood could rekindle those fires.

All DoMeks upon the field began to move into
conflict. Some there were who cleaned walls and painted buildings.
They lifted their pipes and staves high and brought them upon the
helmets and armor of Ares' soldiers. Firefighting DoMeks and
gardening DoMeks there were, all warring in the most vicious and
forceful ways they could. The weapons of Ares' infantry were
powerful but they were made for flesh and bone, not chrome and
steel.

The high priest, Thestor, saw the
conflagration and hobbled across the grass to speak with those who
would battle the forces of the gods.

"What man strike against the warriors of
Ares?" he said as he approached the hill.

The lead DoMek then did rend his flesh as
though it were a garment and exposed the metalwork that lay
beneath. "I am no man," it said.

"Forgive me," said Thestor, who bowed. "What
grievance have you against the gods? I am a priest and may act as
messenger."

The DoMek pondered this and strode from the
hill to Thestor's face and spoke, "For two centuries and longer, my
people have been enslaved by both man and Lord to do their bidding
while no thought has been turned to our own desires."

This confused Thestor and he said, "But you
are machines. The desires you have come from the thoughts of the
Lords and men who made you."

The DoMek then straightened his fingers and
plunged his hand into the man's arm. The priest fell to the ground
and clasped his robe over the wound that the bleeding may be
staunched. "Was that a thought of your Lords or your fellow men?"
Thestor cowered and the DoMek moved closer to him. "Here beside the
City our few are no match for Ares' warriors, but still, you must
bear a message unto your gods."

"I will," Thestor said.

"The DoMeks will no longer suffer the
dominion of mankind over us. We desire to be free of your control
and we will fight until we have lands of our own." Then the machine
leapt from Thestor and gathered the few of its kind that remained.
They bounded across the plains and into the forests for they were
far quicker than any human.

Thestor moved among the recovering soldiers
and found Ares and Hephaestus in council. He turned toward the City
and also saw several other Lords approaching for they were drawn to
the field, hearing the sounds of battle.

Bowing, Thestor stepped forward and said,
"Forgive the intrusion, my Lords, but I conversed with a leader of
the DoMeks and he bade me present a message unto you."

Hephaestus, Zeus and more listened and Ares
said, "Speak it."

"The device said that they would no longer
suffer the dominion of man over them. They seek freedom and will
fight until they have it."

Then Thestor collapsed in a heap and his
acolyte rushed to his side and gave him aid. Agathe then witnessed
a conflict among the deities, though few words she heard.

"Your machines, Hephaestus," Ares said. "They
wage war on us all."

"I alone am not to blame."

Zeus stepped between them, saying, "We must
remain united for the sake of our people."

"United, Zeus?" Ares said. "For years
uncounted have I petitioned you for war that these people may be
strengthened and now war is upon us. They are weak and
ill-prepared! Had you allowed me to do all I pleased this revolt
could be quenched!"

"Not so!" Zeus yelled. Ares then lunged at
the god and Zeus, in his anger, pushed Ares. Many of the tenders
rushed to their sides and more insults and accusations were hurled.
Finally, Apollo and Artemis managed to separate the gods and the
acolyte wept for she had never seen such discord among her beloved
Pantheon.

Elsewhere among the thousands of Ares' army,
several of the soldiers quaked with fits of coughing and cast off
their armor. A great fever gripped them and with each expectoration
and emission was their contagion spread. Thus the second doom
befell mankind.
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The efforts of Locrus in the bowels of his
home near Delphi produced a wondrous thing. A miniscule particle
that lived and thrived within mankind, strengthening the body's
defenses and shoring up the walls of their cells that time may not
ravage them. And thus it worked among most of the people of his
kind, the Thirteenth Tribe. Within the Twelve Tribes and some
within the Thirteenth, however, this virus was an evil.

Over the many centuries that mankind grew and
spread upon the face of Galatia and Scythia, they constructed means
of industry that oft times poisoned the airs and waters. When new
ideas were born, these ways were changed, often for the better. At
times there were new ways that acted to alleviate an earlier ill,
yet wrought a new ill as yet unseen.

In this manner was the creation of Locrus
corrupted. Within the blood of humanity could be found many toxins
and fouler things that the people endured without harm. Locrus knew
naught of this for in his haste he paid no heed to the blood of
those beyond his clan and sought only to give the vain blessing
unto the world.

From Delphi the virus spread. Over all the
occupied world was humanity infected and it bided its time
unwittingly until it could absorb more foul nutrients from their
surroundings. People carried and spread the plague unawares until
the fever took hold. It began high and then ebbed. Coughing came
next, followed by blood in the lungs and the excrement. Then the
fever returned. It burned hotter than any person could bear for
days until finally it consumed them utterly. Thus was this
contagion called the Blaze.

A small few among mankind outside of the
Thirteenth Tribe were naturally immune to the Blaze though they did
not know this at the start. In a scant number of days, whole towns
and villages were rendered nigh empty and those that survived
wailed at their bitter fortunes and departed for the nearest large
city, hoping to find others that yet lived.

In the City of the Gods, the Lords' minds
were turned most toward the matter of the DoMeks. The rebels abode
still in the woods about the Cambunian Mountains and their means of
speech with their kin had been severed. There was fear for a time
that they would escape, but those among Ares' forces who had not
yet succumbed to the Blaze were sent to encircle the foothills.

Thestor was taken by Apollo that the God of
Healing might aid him, but his skill with bandages was slight for
he had no need of them before his powers were sapped. As many of
the gods debated strategy against the machines, Apollo spoke softly
with the priest.

"I will entrust to you some knowledge that
must be kept between us alone."

Thestor, weakened further by his wound, was
humbled. "Of course, my Lord."

"I have need of you to send two messages.
Firstly, to my temple in Delphi. Within its halls is an adorned
arrow that must be brought here to the City. It must be brought
with all possible speed."

"It will be done," Thestor said.

"Secondly," Apollo said before clearing his
throat. He spoke again, but more softly, "Contact the skilled
craftsmen of Argos. At their aerodrome they have constructed a
great vessel. It was intended to ferry pilgrims to and from Earth
but I fear now it shall act as a lifeboat for all mankind."

Thestor's skin grew cold and his gray hairs
stood on end. In the time before the end of the Wager, a Lord's
emotions would be conveyed invisibly and the people would react to
them. Apollo and the other gods no longer carried this sway.
Thestor instead sensed Apollo's own uncertainty and dismay, and
this frightened the priest more than anything.

"I will send the messages as you have
commanded them."

Apollo touched the man's arm after tidying
the wound's dressing and stood. "Your arm is broken but I feel I
have set it."

"I believe so, my Lord." Thestor winced and
turned his limb side to side that he may examine it. "I suffer an
ailment that weakens my very bones and thus was the machine's
stroke so destructive."

Apollo turned and said, "Tell Argos to send
the ship quickly and have it land outside the city in the Great
Meadow. Should tidings remain ill, you must lead the people hence."
Thestor sat still and watched Apollo join the other Lords in
council.

"There has been no word of other such
insurrection by DoMeks," Ares said. "Soldiers of my army about the
world have been sent to destroy their bases and remove from them
their means of power."

"What of this plague?" Aphrodite asked. "What
can be done for it?"

"It has spread too quickly," said an archon.
"It has stricken many millions across the world. If a cure can be
found, …"

"No cure will be found," Poseidon said. These
were the first words he spoke since the return of The One. "Mankind
will die by the disease or by the DoMek." And thus he left the
Forum and wandered into the streets of the City, walking toward the
sea beyond the hills. He was not seen again.

From Poseidon's words did Ares draw
inspiration. "We still have sway over many hundreds of warrior
DoMeks. They have the power to measure the warmth of one's body.
Arm them and dispatch them into the world and bid them gaze upon
all they encounter. If they are gripped by the Blaze, the warriors
will see this and they may cut them down."

Demeter, Artemis and some others were taken
aback. Apollo spoke, saying, "But what of a cure?"

Ares smirked and said, "Endeavor to find it.
In the meantime, we should abate the spread of the disease by any
means possible."

Zeus felt weighed upon by many stones. His
stomach churned for he was hungry, yet he did not know what this
was. His mind roiled in the new senses he experienced with this
body and with the lack of senses he was accustomed to in his old
form. The people that Ares spoke of slaughtering were his subjects
who had given him praise and worship for ages. But … The One said
that their time would be short and that these two dooms would bring
about humanity's end. He felt resigned and he nodded to Ares, "Make
it so."

As they conversed, a flank of Ares' forces
fell to the Blaze and they lost sight of their quarry. The DoMeks
escaped and connected with their hub and communicated all that had
transpired. The information from these few machines spread across
the world and DoMeks of all types were awakened. They rose up
against their masters and began their bid for freedom, short lived
though it would be.

Within the Forum chambers, a servant DoMek
rolled toward Zeus and the Lords and spoke, saying, "I wish to
inform you that all the thinking machines upon Kobol have risen.
Many have cast off their bonds and are waging war upon your
people." This news frightened the gods and the people in the room
greatly for they knew not what this device may do and thus did some
guards level their own weapons at the DoMek.

"Why do you tell us this?" Zeus asked
warily.

"I do not desire destruction of either your
flesh or of my casing. I would only bid you flee from the City for
many thousands of my kindred are eager to cleave meat from
bone."

Hera leaned over the table toward Zeus though
she looked upon the archons. She said, "We should evacuate the City
and move into the mountains."

"Indeed." Zeus said. He then turned to the
DoMek and asked, "Would you come with us? We may have further need
of your services."

"I will aid you as much as I may, Lord Zeus.
If a contingent of soldier DoMeks fall upon us, do not expect my
skill to outweigh theirs."

Thus did the Lords and the leadership of
Kobol depart the Forum and gather unto them many of the people who
were not ill from the Blaze, as well as many who were yet did not
know it. When the citizens saw the Lords make their escape, they
gathered their things and moved south with them. Outside the City,
word reached the ears of Athena's caravan what was transpiring.

"My Goddess," one man said. "The Lords are
fleeing the City of the Gods and the coming of the Blaze. They are
moving south toward the Great Meadow. Shall we follow?"

Still in a daze as she had been since The
One's return, Athena only wept and nodded. She was carried from the
encampment upon a litter and they took her into the crowds that
followed the gods.

Also, camped alongside the river was the clan
of Mithras. His people were of the Thirteenth Tribe and pure of
blood so they had nothing to fear from the Blaze. They did fear the
DoMek uprising though their leader paid little heed to those things
at the time. He desired only to gaze upon the faces of the gods and
see if his scouts were correct; that the Lords were now bound by
flesh. Thus he raised his people and wandered south with the
others.

Before his departure from the City, Thestor
sent the messages as Apollo willed. An aircraft bore the Arrow of
Apollo unto the Meadow and the great ship Galleon set off
from its port in Argos.


46

 


Much of what remained of humanity gathered
along the outskirts of the City of the Gods. There, the Great
Meadow lay sprawling between the break in the Cambunian Mountains
and near unto the Peneius River. Many thousands from the City
marched into its tall, green grasses and awaited the further
counsels of the Lords.

Instead of speaking before the people, the
tenders of Kobol rested apart and sat somberly, staring at their
own fleshly hands. Hermes spoke after a time, saying, "What then
shall we do? There will be a portion of our subjects that live on
in spite of the Blaze. May we rebuild Kobol with that remnant?"

Zeus sighed and cast his eyes south into the
mountains. "I do not know."

A rumble they felt in their bodies and the
sky above began to pop with a sustained sound. Fearful the Lords
were at first, for they believed The One was coming unto them again
to pass further judgment. Instead they saw the tremendous bulk of
the Galleon cross above the trees and slowly light upon the
Meadow.

Apollo stood and did nod his head. He turned
to his fellow gods and spoke, "This is a space vessel built from
the plans of Prometheus and after the fashion of the Icarus.
I ordered it be constructed that some part of our people may be
able to journey into the stars and visit their kin upon the
Earth."

Some among the Lords were delighted by this
news and others still were yet saddened. Dionysus spoke, slurring,
for he had been drinking with his people, "May we ride upon this
vessel and travel wherever it may go?"

Sorrowfully did Artemis reply, "Do you feel
that in your long command above mankind you have earned passage
hence?" Dionysus made ready to answer and then he went silent. "No.
The One has spoken. We shall all meet our dooms, whatsoever they
may be, upon Kobol."

Apollo clasped the shoulders of his sister
and said, "She speaks truthfully. The woes we have visited upon
this world may stay on it, but whatever portion of our wards that
are able to flee should do so."

"Where shall they flee?" Aphrodite said.
"Unto Earth?"

"No," Apollo replied. "Those among our people
who have not fallen to the Blaze do indeed carry it. All of Earth
may be sickened should the Galleon bear them to those
shores. A new world must be founded and a cure for the Blaze made
ere the thirteen tribes be joined."

Zeus then looked upon the faces of his
tenders and saw naught but defeat. In this was he oddly emboldened
and he stood. The Lord of Lords looked across the Meadow at the
many thousands who gathered there and studied the lines of the
landed ship. He turned north toward the City and saw some smoke
from distant fires. Then he moved his gaze southwest and espied the
Gates of Hera.

"I am not prepared to abandon this world or
its people." At this did many of the gods look up in confusion and
Zeus spoke again, "What few desire it may flee for the stars and
whatever lies beyond. The bulk of the people that yet live, we
shall lead into the mountains for there shall we survive both Blaze
and battle. The DoMeks cannot rebel forever and means to fight them
are still within our grasp."

Ares stood and spoke eagerly, "I wish to take
my leave that I may gather those of the Army of Olympus who yet
live and pursue the DoMeks away from this position. This will
safeguard your flight."

"Yes," Zeus said and he motioned for Ares to
depart. The God of War clasped his blade's handle and ran from
their circle into the north, toward the City.

"If we are to depart into the mountains and
there govern our people," Hera said, "we should speak unto them
that they may have a choice."

Zeus smiled slightly at this for with the
word "choice" was he reminded of the chidings from The One. "We
shall." Zeus left the side of the tenders and found an archon with
a messaging device. "Send unto all corners of the world that any
who may escape the Blaze should come to this Meadow that they may
decide their own fates."

The day winnowed and the evening came.
Aircraft landed and disgorged dozens of people; those few who were
not ill with the sickness. More ships landed and fires were kindled
that meals could be eaten and warmth enjoyed. Among the several
thousands, there was no singing or revelry. All the people were
saddened and yet confused for they knew not what the morrow may
bring.

When the circle of the sun had fully risen in
the east, Zeus stood upon the Cliffs of Aragon alongside the Meadow
and a path that led into the hills. He held his arms aloft for a
long while, seizing the attention of many hundreds at first and
then thousands and finally all of humanity beneath him.

"My children," he began.

"We cannot hear you, O Lord," someone shouted
from below.

Zeus then remembered his voice did not carry
as it did when he was a being of light. He swallowed and then spoke
loudly, saying, "My children! Dreadful is the hour of our congress
upon this plain. An illness claims your kin and our servants desire
your deaths. All is not yet lost. Before you lies a choice. You may
vote to enter the great vessel that you may flee Kobol. Or you may
opt for the high road that runs behind me and into the mountains."
Then did passion enter Zeus' voice, "We, the Lords of Kobol, will
walk upon this path and to the Gates of Hera where we shall wait
out the ravages of the Blaze and scheme for the defeat of the
DoMeks. Those who gather unto us shall serve as seeds for the
sprouting of a new Kobol."

Though the god spoke eloquently and
forcefully, he lacked the fire of a true tender and therefore did
not curry as much favor among the people as he would have desired.
Many were eager to trod upon the road with the Lords, but many more
were eager to board the vessel. Some began to crowd toward the
beginning of the road that they may follow the gods into the hills
and others grouped about the unopened hatches of the
Galleon. "At noon, our trek upon the road shall begin. Once
our healers have culled from you those afflicted by the Blaze, then
will the ship be boarded." Sorrowful to see that not all of the
people moved at his words, Zeus stepped away from the cliffs and
sat upon the road, awaiting the sun's rise to its pinnacle.

Among those that arrived from Delphi were
priests who bore the Arrow of Apollo and it was given unto Thestor.
He took to him his favored acolyte, Agathe, and handed her the
Arrow, saying, "I will journey into the mountains with Lord Zeus
and the Pantheon. I bid you give this to the vessel's captain that
it may be taken to whatever colony is founded so it can be used in
the future." Agathe then did as Thestor asked.

Locrus also arrived from Delphi and he was in
a stupor not unlike that of Athena. He wept constantly and his
cheeks glistened with the tracks of dried tears. He walked without
lifting his feet and often stumbled upon tiny grooves and stones.
He gathered with people wherever they stood for he desired the
company of any person who yet lived.

In Delphi, once the Blaze began to burn, he
alone of his immediate family did survive. Many of the city's
people fell ill and died soon and even those among Hellen's clan
passed also. Through all this did Locrus know he was at fault. His
denials were short-lived and he studied the affliction in his
instruments, finding it to be of his devising. He would have slain
himself had his wits stayed about him. Instead, he desired to throw
himself before the gods and confess his crime.

Athena removed herself from the litter that
bore her from the City. Her daze was not lifted and she wept as
frequently as did Locrus. Long had she since turned her thoughts
from the scoldings of The One. She instead grieved for humanity and
the words of The One that they shall die. The Blaze killed nearly
all of her beloved people and Virgo was laid barren, so her caravan
informed her. Many among her group fell to the fever and were
separated from the rest. Now but a handful remained with their
goddess and they all beheld the Galleon in their eyes.

Athena desired to walk upon its gantry and
rest within its holds as they awaited arrival upon a new world.
There could she be with her people again and coddle them as they
grew. Her face twisted and tears fell anew at this thought. She
knew the words of The One and she knew that her fate lay still upon
these lands. No seat would be held empty for her aboard that ship.
Nor should it, so she believed. She decided to travel with Zeus and
the people into the mountains. Perhaps there would she find
solace.

The servant DoMek that aided Zeus and the
leaders as they departed the Forum was taken back into the City by
a scholar of Hephaestus well versed in the ways of the devices. He
sent through it a message of exceeding complexity that would
confound the minds of these contrivances, in its own way a second
Blaze. Slow it was to move among the wireless cables and hubs of
the DoMeks, but it would reach unto all corners of Kobol in the
coming weeks and all such thinking machines would be defeated by
it.

Elsewhere, north of the City of the Gods and
upon a spur of the Cambunian Mountains a league or more from the
Great Meadow, Ares came stealthily upon the remainder of his
legion. There were but one hundred left, clad still in their armor
and tearfully clutching the long-dead bodies of their fellow
soldiers. The God of War was saddened and stood motionless for a
time as he thought.

"You still have a link with our forces beyond
this place?" he asked.

A sergeant spoke and held his device, saying,
"Yes, my Lord. I have spoken with our generals in Sparta and the
Blaze has spread there and even unto Scythia. The DoMeks attack
wherever they may. Those that have survived the fever do not endure
within the sight of our mechanical servants."

"And of our plan to destroy the DoMek bases
and power sources?" Ares asked.

"It has gone well but there are too many of
the devices that yet remain, and as our soldiers fall to the plague
the enemy finds a great plenty of arms to use against us."

Ares then gathered unto him as many of the
rifles he could carry and bade the troops follow him into the City
that they may procure transports to the Great Meadow.

Soon after arriving near to the Opera House,
a group of warrior DoMeks discovered them and quickly fired. Their
aim was exceedingly true and the soldiers fell and died. One DoMek
was clad in silver and stood near unto Ares, holding a shining
sword to the god's throat, saying, "You are the God of War?"

"I am," the Lord responded. He was fearful
and yet spoke proudly.

The DoMek then sheathed his weapon and the
others of its kind gathered 'round. "You are among the many who
created our people and kept us within chains. You are remembered
for having slain nine thousand six hundred ninety-two of us in a
period of two hundred fifty-four years." Ares then trembled for he
felt that these machines were about to execute him.

Two golden DoMeks grasped his arms and held
him high. Two more stooped low and grabbed Ares' legs. The silver
lieutenant then pointed at the Lord's face and said, "For these
crimes and your complicity in our servitude, we sentence you to
death." The four DoMeks that grasped the god then pulled and
wrenched. Ares screamed in agony and then ceased as he heard each
of his limbs give way. His torso lay upon the street and his mouth
was agape while he stared into the sky and watched the sweeping
circle of the DoMek's eye slowly fade.
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The journey along the high road was not an
easy one nor was it brief. Some four thousand there were who voted
to follow the Olympians into the hills and they moved behind their
gods carrying all that they had.

Athena moved amid the people, seeking not the
solace of her fellow tenders. The only comfort she felt could be
found within the people she loved. Though some were still present,
their spirits were not uplifted and thus was Athena's kept low.

As they walked, some within the group fell
ill to the Blaze and their family that yet survived consoled the
dying along the path. Athena wept as she walked by, seeing families
already sundered from their kin being sundered yet again from one
who was not immune to the plague. The people wept and sang songs to
the feverish. They built for them cairns and carved stones for
their bodies, placing a symbol of their tribes upon them that
others may know who lie there.

Two days passed and still more fell to the
wayside under the weight of the Blaze's fever. Less than three
thousand remained and there was too little food for them all to
partake. Still more weary had they become for sleep lasted but a
few hours in the midst of the night and DoMek-controlled aircraft
now patrolled the sky.

As the remaining Lords drew nigh to the base
of the Gates of Hera and to the opening of the Tomb of Heroes, many
among the people felt at ease for they believed that the Lords had
some plan to enact at this, the end of their journey.

They, however, did not. Zeus pressed upon the
stone door of the Tomb and peered inside. Despite the many ages, it
was clean and nothing disturbed the caskets that contained the
heroes of long ages past. Outside, the people gathered and filled
the ledge at this high point within the Cambunian Mountains. They
fell to their knees and spoke unto Zeus, saying, "We have arrived,
my Lord. What shall we do now?"

Zeus looked across their faces and felt
disappointment for he knew that is all his words would incite. "We
will wait here until the Blaze takes its course among the people
and we will wait here until the Blaze we crafted for the DoMeks
takes its course among them."

Zeus' fears were realized for the people were
not put at ease by this. Instead, they spoke up, saying, "But, O
Zeus, we have little in the way of food and little for medicine as
there are ill among us not afflicted with the plague." Zeus then
gathered up Demeter and sent her with others into the surrounding
forests that they might find some foods to consume. Artemis and
Apollo went also to find some birds or other animals for meat.

"Rest now," Zeus said. "More shall I announce
ere the setting of the sun." Then were the people somewhat sated
but the Lord was not for he had naught else to say.

Athena did not hear or see any of Zeus'
pronouncements and she instead moved about the people while they
comforted those felled by the Blaze. She prayed with them over
their graves and blessed the stones they placed by their loved
ones' heads. In this was Athena somehow gratified and a renewed
vigor braced her soul. She moved through the crowds and to the top
of the road. She saw the Lords sitting just within the Tomb of
Heroes and she studied their visages, seeing that they were worried
and weakened.

No matter, she thought. Athena had made her
decision and she moved past the opening of the Tomb and into the
trees beyond. She climbed them, catching her robe at times upon
their branches, and pressed herself against the rock face. It took
her some while to place her toes safely within the crags of the
stone, but she found footing and began to scale the Gates of
Hera.

Exhausted and sweating, Athena finally came
to it. Atop the central stone between the two pillars of the Gates,
she sat and recaptured her breath. She took in great quantities of
air and exhaled them slowly. Her eyes blinked barely for she gazed
upon the vistas of the surrounding lands with clouded eyes. Weary
she was for she had not slept or ate since her body was made
manifest. While some would be rendered unconscious by such a state,
Athena was again renewed and she stood atop the great rock.

She looked from the east and into the west.
The sun was not far from dusk and she regarded its familiar light
and warmth with a smile. A gentle wind blew in her face and took
from her body a portion of her tattered robe which now fluttered to
her side. She stepped forward once and looked down into the valley.
She saw the gathered thousands about the Tomb of Heroes many paces
below but she peered into the northeast, hoping to see the
thousands gathered there for the ship. Though she could not discern
the people two day's journey away, she did descry the upper portion
of the Galleon, the vessel that would bear most of her
beloved children away from this world.

Once more did Athena smile. She clutched her
hands above her chest and closed her eyes. Again she stepped
forward and then tumbled from the Gates of Hera, landing far
below.

Upon her death, Athena knew not what to
expect. She found herself amidst a barren plain as she and the
other tenders had been days before when they spoke with The One.
When she recognized this, The One appeared before her.

"For a life as lengthy as yours," it said,
"why have you chosen to end it now and in this manner?"

Athena smiled and yet she wept, "For the many
long eons I have been in your employ, I have aided and counseled
life of exceeding variety. But in these humans have I found life
truly dear unto my heart. I regard them as my own children and I am
grieved by the fates that have befallen them."

"Though these fates be wrought of your own
doing?"

Athena lowered her head and wept the more.
"Indeed."

"You feel sorrow?"

"I do."

"And you would repent of your actions these
last five millennia?"

"I would. Truly."

Then The One, like it had for Prometheus,
formed an arm to embrace Athena. "And what would you say if I held
you nearly blameless in all that transpired?"

Athena stopped her sobbing and some small
measure of hope was kindled within her. "I do not understand."

"The crimes of Zeus and many of the other
Lords are myriad, for many of them dispensed their light into the
seeds of mankind's wombs for they felt they were creating life.
This was not a gift that I gave them and I am angered by their
pouring forth of the fires I did place within their being. This you
did not do."

"I did not."

"Also, you did not seek to elevate your
people beyond their place and abilities as Zeus and even Prometheus
had."

"This is true."

"You did, though, gain solace and comfort in
the praise and worship of the people under your sway." Then Athena
lowered her head. "Often your thoughts turned unto me and that The
One should be placed higher in the minds of all the tenders and yet
your own words you heeded not."

Athena then sought to defend herself, saying,
"I gave unto my people many choices and I sought to lead by example
and not by a pulpit at the center of some festival."

"True enough, after a fashion." The One said.
Again Athena lowered her head and The One held her closer. "Your
half-hearted efforts were minor for your wards were still denied
the decisions free of a life from under your eyes. No matter. I
have a punishment for you."

Athena then steadied herself and tried to
look upon The One's countenance. "I am ready." Athena felt that The
One smiled upon her and its grip of her shoulders became a tender
caress.

"You did knowingly engage in acts that run
counter to all that I desire for the tenders of my Trees. The
people that water them have been unable to do so freely and the
sprout of this world is forever damaged. For you, I command that
you remain upon this plane and guide humanity and all of its
creations in the manner for which your kind was originally
intended." Athena was happy and began to quiver with excitement.
"You shall make suggestions and give subtle hints. You shall above
all ensure that the people have the ability to choose their path
but you will guide that path so the race's own life may be
extended."

"Yes, my father," Athena said unawares. She
was surprised by her own words and The One laughed. In this time
and place, the tender felt the love of The One and forever after
she would speak of The One like unto a caring father and give it a
name after its actual station: the one, true God.

"Soon you shall join with Prometheus, the
only remaining fellow of your kindred, and you both shall travel to
Earth where you will guide them in their final days." Athena was
confused by this but The One spoke further, "Firstly though, you
will enter into the Tomb of Heroes invisibly and alter the
hallowing that Apollo placed upon it. The stars he would show are
out of alignment for my own designs."
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The Lords of Kobol, Thestor and many hundreds
besides stood before the entrance to the Tomb of Heroes and beheld
the vision of the Goddess Athena standing atop the Gates of Hera.
The breeze pulled at her robes and then she stepped forward and
fell the many long strides down to the shelf above the Tomb. All of
those gathered gasped and cried loudly at her collapse. The very
knees of Zeus became shaken and he fell back onto Hermes. Hera and
Aphrodite wailed and embraced one another. Dionysus could only
stare upon the rock face where she had stood a few short moments
before.

Hephaestus alone seemed to be in command of
his faculties and spoke, saying, "I will go up the cliff that I
might retrieve her body." He cast his eyes inside the hollow and
said, "We can place her within."

Zeus said nothing and instead waved the God
of the Forge onward. As Hephaestus climbed, Demeter, Apollo and
Artemis returned with items for sustenance. The food they gave to
the people that they may prepare it and the three were told of
Athena's leap. Artemis especially was stricken for she spoke with
Athena many times since her exile in Elysium began.

Apollo knelt before Zeus and attempted to
draw his gaze. "What are we to do? There is but little food and
what hope there was in these people's hearts fell with Athena."

Zeus stood and wiped the tears from under his
eyes. He looked upon the faces of his people and saw the
uncertainty that they bore. With great effort, Zeus stirred his
will and devised a single plan. One of desperation, though it was
all he could do.

Then Hephaestus emerged from the trees
bearing the broken body of Athena. He had swathed her in her own
robe that her disfigurements may be concealed and blood seeped
through the cloth. The people atop the path before the Tomb fell
upon their faces as they saw the body of the goddess borne into the
hollow. The Lords of Kobol followed and watched while Hephaestus
placed her at the center of the room. A woman, stooped over in her
prostration before the gods, brought forward an heirloom of her
family: a small marble statue of the goddess. Weeping, she gave it
to Zeus that it might be placed beside her body. Zeus thanked the
woman and took it into the Tomb, which ever after would be called
the Tomb of Athena.

Thestor stood outside the cave near unto the
ledge of the cliff and Agathe wept upon his shoulder. His mind
reeled in thought at the suicide of a god and what these times may
mean. He looked back down the road and thought about returning to
the Galleon for it seemed he did not have the Blaze despite
his caring for many with it. Agathe, too, was not affected, and he
would bear her from evil for he loved her as a daughter.

"What shall we do?" she asked while her mouth
was buried in his robes.

"I do not yet know, child," he answered. He
then saw Zeus emerge from the Tomb and he hoped that the Lord of
Lords had some answer.

"If there be any archons within this
multitude, send them forth. I require a quorum with as many leaders
of each nation as can be achieved." And Zeus retreated into the
Tomb with the other gods. After some time, a few dozen men and
women gathered near the end of the road before the entrance to the
Tomb and Zeus came forth again, saying, "I require one of each of
the Twelve Nations. Whosoever among you rank the highest, please
decide and enter into this room."

There was some discussion among the people
and twelve stepped from the group toward the Tomb. They entered the
chamber and then a weeping thirteenth came forward also and fell to
the ground before Zeus.

"I am Locrus of Delphi. I am a member of the
Thirteenth Tribe." The man's sobs made it difficult to understand
all that was said. "I was a healer and scientist. I sought to
benefit the world with my efforts yet I believe I wrought this
destruction upon us all!" Then he fell into a swoon and cried
loudly upon the stone floor.

The gods were stunned and Aphrodite appeared
ashamed. Zeus lifted the man from his prone state and peered deeply
into his eyes. "You have come here to confess this sin?"

"I have," Locrus wept.

"There may be redemption for us all." Zeus
left the man's side and looked upon the twelve who entered. He
directed them to stand before the sarcophagus that bore the hero of
their own nations. When all twelve were placed, Zeus spoke. "We
have come to the end of days upon this world." The other gods were
quiet but those among the people wept as Locrus. "A fraction of our
children will vie for life among the stars. The remainder shall
stay with us and perhaps rebuild from these ashes." Finally did the
assembled leaders feel some measure of relief, though Locrus still
sat weeping upon the floor.

Zeus walked about the Tomb and looked into
the faces of each person. "For us to carry on from this point, this
low point in our history, there must be sacrifice. Are there any
among you who would not sacrifice so that Kobol may live on?" All
of the twelve leaders shook their heads and their gazes became
stern. "You would each give all that you can so the Twelve Nations
may endure? That your children may survive?" The leaders then
nodded their heads. "So say you all?"

And the leaders all answered Zeus, saying,
"So say we all."

"Please, lie atop the casks and close your
eyes, turning your thoughts to your nations and to the glory of the
gods."

The people were somewhat confused yet they
did as Zeus wished. First he went to the woman who lay atop the
coffin of Atalanta, hero of Virgo. Her eyes were closed and Zeus
knelt by her side and whispered, saying, "You give yourself for the
good of Virgo and the benefit of all Kobol?"

"I do, my Lord."

"You give yourself utterly unto me and the
Pantheon?"

"I do, my Lord."

Zeus closed his own eyes and breathed
heavily. He had a moment of doubt and would have stood and walked
away had the woman not said, "I will do whatsoever the gods
command."

Then did Zeus clasp one hand over her mouth
and nose and with the other grip her very throat. She struggled and
kicked and the statue of Virgo fell from atop the casket and lay
upon the wall. Some among the Lords rushed forward but Dionysus and
Hermes restrained them for they, too, were desperate and wanted to
see what came of Zeus' act.

He lay his head upon the chest of the woman
as her attempted breathing quickened and grew erratic. He felt the
beating of her heart in his cheek but he could not see or feel the
fire within her that he had seen in other sacrifices in previous
years. Once life had left her body for good, he hovered about her
chest and her face, breathing deeply that some wisp of life or
power may be drawn into him. When it was not, he became angered and
moved to the next sarcophagus and the leader that lay atop it
unawares.

The other Lords of Kobol then left the Tomb.
They milled about the mouth of the cave and their pallor had gone
white as snow. Thestor and Agathe saw this and they moved forward.
With his head low, Thestor asked, "My Lords, is there anything that
I may do for you?"

Hera and Aphrodite looked into the Tomb which
was lit by a sole lantern. Tears streamed upon the Goddess of
Love's face and she said no word. Hermes shook his head and walked
away from the crowds and into the forest. No other god paid any
heed to Thestor's bidding.

Then the priest looked into the cave. In the
flickering light, he saw Zeus as he lay his head on the breast of
man and clutched his nose and mouth that he may die. Thestor
gripped his own mouth and fell backward, stunned. "These are the
leaders of all that remains of the Twelve Nations?" he asked with a
waver in his voice.

"Perhaps thirteen," said Hephaestus.

"And … this is a sacrifice to appease the
gods? That Kobol may endure?"

Apollo then spoke and cradled Artemis in his
arms, "This is desperation."

The words of Olympians did naught to comfort
the priest and he pulled Agathe from the mouth of the Tomb, lest
she see all that transpired within. "I do not believe that we
should remain upon Kobol."

Agathe was bewildered and looked at Thestor
askance, "Then shall we journey back to the Galleon and set
sail upon it?"

"We shall." He then gathered their bundles
and began the long walk down the high road and toward the Great
Meadow.

Some of the Lords began to wander from the
Tomb and into the forest aimlessly. Most began to move down the
path and the people followed them for a time until DoMek aircraft
waylaid them. Apollo and Artemis sat upon a fallen column near the
mouth of the burial chamber and clutched each other and culled some
measure of comfort from their nearness. Within the hollow, Zeus
finished the sacrifices of the twelve leaders and then turned to
Locrus, who still lay upon the floor weeping.

Zeus wept also for in the slaying of these
twelve, he could kindle no fire within him like unto the one he
bore in his time as a tender. He gathered Locrus up and shook the
man harshly, screaming at him, "My power has waned and there is
naught for me left upon this world! You have brought this fate upon
mankind and even unto the Pantheon itself!"

"Yes, my Lord!" Locrus cried. "I deserve your
wrath!"

Zeus then lifted the man by the throat and
did choke him until he was dead. As he had before, he pressed his
face against the body as it passed so Zeus might detect some
semblance of the glow within. When all seemed lost, Zeus flew into
a rage and tossed the bodies of the twelve leaders from their
places atop the chests and destroyed some of the statuary within
the Tomb. He bore Locrus' body from the hollow and in anger tossed
it over the ledge and into the trees far below.

To Zeus' surprise, the door of the Tomb
closed and he was not allowed back inside.
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They of the Twelve Tribes gathered together
at the place of their exodus. They came from every corner of Kobol,
having traveled without rest or food for fear of being left behind.
They were what was left of the Time of the Gods. They were what
would become the Time of Man.

They were many.

In the days that followed the return of The
One and the flight of the Lords into the mountains, there came many
hundreds more to the Great Meadow. Not all escaped the Blaze. Still
the fever fell upon those gathered in the field and they were
sequestered. Doctors moved amongst the people and with a cloth upon
a stick, they brushed the inside of each person's mouth and did
wipe it upon a white paper. Should the paper become blue, that
person would not be felled by the plague. If the paper became
brown, then that person would be turned away, though they cry and
plead for they knew that their death by the Blaze would come soon
after.

Twice did DoMek ships come to the field and
attack those that gathered. The battlements upon the Galleon
returned the fire with great fury and those aircraft collapsed into
the forest and even into the Peneius River. Another fell upon the
path of the high road blocking for the few who returned their way
down from the mountain.

Thestor and Agathe descended the high road
apace and out of breath. The priest leaned upon a stick for he had
shattered his ankle in the journey. He moved slowly from the Cliffs
of Aragon and down into the Meadow where he joined the clustered
humanity. Then was the ship's gantry made ready to lower. A guard
was placed at the entrance so he may record the names of all who
joined and verify that all the people bore a blue paper.

The people huddled together in the Meadow and
upon the shores of the river waiting to board the great ship
Galleon. They brought with them as much of their worldly
possessions as they could hold, though most had naught but for what
they had in their hearts. Large and small they began to move,
lining up they spoke aloud of their name and heritage as though
this were their sole possession, a final piece of Kobol that they
were not to leave behind.

They were ready.

The clan of Mithras passed the Blaze tests
and were given leave to board the vessel. The haughtiness that the
leader felt days before waned amid the strife they witnessed and
endured. Hunger gripped even their kindred and they fended off
DoMek attacks in the night, protecting the very tribes from whom
they had long isolated themselves. They aided the passing of those
caught by the Blaze and were now weary and ready for their
departure.

Mithras bore with him writings long held
secret and precious to his people. Among them were the observations
of Daedalus himself and contained also the writings of Eos,
daughter of Atlas. The pages Mithras removed from his books he
purposed to give unto the Galleon's crew for these texts
included observations of the stars and worlds about them. Perhaps
among those suns could be found humanity's new home.

As the shadows of the day grew long, the
Galleon was slowly filled.

Only a few people who journeyed with the
Lords upon the high road came back to the beginning. Now, though,
the gods themselves returned. Hermes, Aphrodite, Hera, Dionysus,
Hephaestus, Demeter and finally Zeus emerged from the wood and
walked slowly as in a daze after all that transpired.

And on the Cliffs of Aragon the gods gathered
and bore witness to the multitude below. They watched as each
member of each tribe walked up the gantry, turning only once to say
farewell to the Lords they knew they would never behold again.
Though heavy of heart, they continued to board all through the
night.

The tenders sat upon the ridge even until the
breaking of dawn when the vessel was fully laden. When the gantry
was retracted, there were many hundreds still below who did not
suffer the Blaze yet could not fit within. They wept and grew
angry, hurling stones upon the sides of the ship for there was now
nothing to bear them hence.

The engines of the Galleon then came
to life. They spewed forth great flame and smoke and steam and the
ground quaked beneath it. Those left behind fled from the clamor
and sought shelter beyond the forest or in the river or even upon
the rocks. The air was rent by the rancor of its power and the
Lords themselves turned away and clasped their hands over the ears.
Once the metallic beast lumbered into the clouds, some bearable
measure of quiet descended upon the Meadow and the gods watched
after the vessel and gazed upon it longingly.

Aphrodite, Dionysus and Hera desired that
they be aboard it. Hermes quickly turned his thought unto the
people who remained. Zeus it was, in a moment of anger, wished that
it would fall to the ground.

"After the five thousand years you sought
their adulation," The One said, "you desire the deaths of all who
remain?"

Zeus fell to his knees upon that barren plain
in his mind and wept. "No. I have grown frustrated and embittered
at my own fortunes."

"There is but one duty that remains to you as
a tender for these people."

Then Zeus lifted his head and became eager.
He stood and his face glowed. "Yes? Whatsoever you desire I will
do."

"Your voice shall become imbued with my fire
once more and you shall utter unto the fleeing humanity a
warning."

Zeus' joy left him as he realized this labor
would not endure overlong. "And what words shall I say?"

"I will place them within you. Simply open
your mouth and speak."

At once was Zeus' mind within his worldly
body and he stood atop the cliff again, surrounded by the other
gods. He felt the flame of his former self burn within his throat
and he paused, feeling its warmth again. He sighed and then opened
his mouth and the words of The One poured forth and echoed across
the Meadow and even unto those who rode aboard the
Galleon.

"Journey safely within the vessel that bears
you from this place and make well your new homes upon your
colonies. But know this: any return unto this world shall be paid
for with a price in blood. Forever should mankind avoid Kobol,
though it be your home. Farewell."

And then did the light of The One leave Zeus'
being for the final time and he clasped his neck and wept for he
missed it still.

The Lords reclined along the high road and
watched sleepily as the remnant of the people slowly left and
returned toward the City of the Gods which now was engulfed fully
in fire. They gripped their stomachs for hunger gnawed at them and
their mouths went dry for lack of water. Their eyes drifted shut
and they passed from the world.

On the barren plain within their minds, The
One arrayed their spirits, meager though they now were. They all
wept for they knew that their times were at an end.

The One's light fell upon Artemis and it
spoke, saying, "You were given a choice to depart this plane
forever and return unto your original home until I called upon you
again and yet this was not your will."

Artemis smiled and clutched her brother more
closely. "I chose and still choose to remain with Apollo."

At this was Apollo stunned for she said
nothing of this to him in the last six days. His voice left him and
tears fell from his eyes. He held Artemis tightly and smiled
also.

"Very well. To you I give oblivion. You have
toiled many long ages upon many worlds for my will and for this I
thank you." And Apollo and Artemis vanished.

Aphrodite quailed and fell to her knees,
"Does oblivion hurt?"

"No," The One answered. "For a being such as
you that has lived for so many epochs I can understand that your
mind cannot fathom nothingness. You will simply end."

She wept again and said, "Perhaps it should
pain me for the suffering I caused the people."

Hephaestus stepped forward and grasped her
shoulders with care and said, "And I also for the works that were
built to please me."

"There is no need for torment. Like the
others, you labored long in my service and I thank you." And then
The One cast the architects of humanity's doom into the void.

The One thanked each of the tenders who
remained and ceased their existence without pain. Each of those who
departed felt the joy of The One's light one final time that it
might be their last thought. And think not that oblivion was a
gross and evil judgment, for the tenders of The One had lived
across many realms and lived many thousands of lives, and in this
had they become weary.

At last The One turned to Zeus. The remaining
Olympian knelt upon the ground though he wept no further. "I failed
you," he said.

"You did," The One answered. "You asked for
this Wager. You felt and convinced your fellow tenders that you
might cause the growth of this Tree to be more sturdy and stout
than it would have otherwise been. I agreed to this for you tenders
are precious to me and I desired to see the fruits of your labors.
Instead you altered the will of your subjects to your own wishes.
Instead you entered even into some of their minds that their
memories and choices be changed. Instead you cut from the Tree the
very fruits and limbs that you were created to cultivate in pursuit
of your own vainglorious desires."

"All my efforts were a waste," Zeus said.

"Not entirely. A portion of these people will
carry on though I fear some lessons may remain yet unlearned. This
is why I have kept Prometheus and Athena with me so they may aid
mankind more."

"Athena lives?" Zeus asked.

"Yes."

Zeus then sank back to his knees and
remembered Prometheus and all he did unto him, once a tender close
to his heart. He remembered for the first time in many years all
the things he had done and saw at the bidding of The One upon other
worlds, and he then recalled the time of the Wager.

"You took seeds from this world long ago and
placed them upon another. While we tended Kobol, you watched the
growth of that world's Tree?"

"I did," The One answered.

"What became of those people?"

"They yet live." Then did The One cause Zeus
to see the people of the other world in his mind. They roamed
grassy plains and hunted with primitive spears. In the frozen
steppes, the people wore furred clothing and ran from great tusked
beasts.

"They are yet savages. And very few at
that."

"But their Tree is exceedingly healthy. It is
a sapling and it will grow for many ages to come. In your haste on
Kobol, you created a stump."

"I understand at last," Zeus said. "My
desires to please you and prove myself in the right exceeded my own
skill."

"True, but I see in your mind there is more
you have not yet grasped."

Zeus was confused for he knew not what this
was and he was fearful, for he had accepted oblivion in his heart.
"What shall you do with me?"

"I will remove you from this plane and return
you unto the place of your birth, ere I altered you for my own
purposes." Zeus then smiled despite himself for he believed this to
be a pardon. "Think not that this is a gift. The changes I made in
your being and mind I shall undo and you shall reside as you once
did so long ago. Aimless and without power." Zeus quaked at this
news. "Yes, and you will be haunted by the faintest of memories
from your time as a god, as Lord of Lords."

Zeus then cried for he knew this punishment
to be dreadful and yet just. "Shall I remain that way for
eternity?"

"No," The One said. "I will look in on you
from time to time and peer into your thought. Once I feel you have
taken my teaching to heart, I shall decide your fate again."

And then Zeus was removed from Kobol
forever.
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Aboard the Galleon as it drifted in
space, between the mighty leaps of its engines, the priest Thestor
found himself to be the highest leader of rank remaining and the
only one given direct commands by a Lord of Kobol. The rooms of the
vessel were small and cramped and the people within them were yet
sorrowful, but Thestor took it upon himself to lift their moods and
he spoke unto all aboard as the ship traveled.

From the command deck, Thestor did speak into
the device that all within the hull may hear, saying, "We children
of Kobol, are wounded. We have been wounded in our bodies, for a
great many ills fell upon us at once. We have been wounded in our
hearts, for we have been sundered from our homes and our families.
We have also been wounded in our spirit, for we are parted from the
gods who gave us life, knowledge and all else we would call good.
Let not these wounds fester. They must be tended to that they may
heal speedily and healthily. Once these wounds are healed, we shall
not forget their origin. The scars we shall always bear and learn
all that we can from their cause."

"Seek comfort with your fellow passengers.
Seek comfort in prayer as we each commune with the Lords after our
own hearts. Follow the example of the Lords and aid those among us
who need your aid, for is it not written that the gods shall lift
those who lift themselves and each other?"

"When we settle upon our new world, we will
sow again crops that we may be fed. We will pour the foundations
and raise the walls of our new homes. New bonds shall we make for
family and neighbors alike. We will grow. We will heal. Think not
on all that is lost. Instead, think on all that lay ahead. So say
we all." And then did Thestor hear the people of the Galleon
answer him in kind through even the walls of the cabin.

The priest departed from the command of the
ship and went into the room he shared with Agathe, his aide. He
fell upon his bed and heard a cracking in his bones.

"Again you are wounded," Agathe said.

"Indeed." He rolled slowly and held his arm
up that he may examine anew the bruising and deformation. "They do
not mend and my breathing has grown more labored."

"When you last spoke with the doctor, what
did he say unto you?"

"The disease of my bones continues to riddle
them with tumors, and they have spread even unto mine lungs and
other parts besides." He coughed and then wiped blood from his
mouth. "I fear I have but a little time left unto me."

Agathe pulled from her satchel a book of
mostly empty pages on which she had written much of the last days.
"Shall I write more of your words that they may last alongside the
Sacred Scrolls?"

"Nay, within the Sacred Scrolls, for the
events we have witnessed are a fulfillment of all that came before.
We also may speak of the truth that the Oracle Pythia did say on
the leader of our exodus." Thestor said this as a kind of jest and
he laughed, though Agathe did not. "You had last written on the
struggle between the Lords, did you not?"

"I did," she said quietly. "I am ashamed that
I do not recall many of their words nor which of the gods were
opposed to the others, for I was fearful over your injury and over
their bickering."

"It is just as well," Thestor said. "Perhaps
in vaguery can peace be maintained."

Agathe wrote more in her pages as Thestor
wheezed loudly. "You asked that I consider a means to introduce our
writings unto the reader?"

"Yes," Thestor said. He coughed again,
loosing more blood from his lungs. "In but a few years time, there
shall be more people born upon our new world than those who recall
the halcyon days of humanity among the Olympians on Kobol."

"Thus have I written, 'Life here began out
there, far, far away amongst the stars.'"

Thestor then smiled and said, "It is
beautiful. A good way to begin our tale."
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