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'...Man has become a superman (via technology)... But, the superman with the superhuman power has not risen to the level of superhuman reason.  To the degree to which his power grows he becomes more and more a poor man...  It must shake up our conscience that we become all the more inhuman the more we grow into supermen.'
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Chapter: Postlude
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~ The Grandame Continues Her Tale ~

Earth, 3301AD...

Upon the world's map does the continent once called 'North America' stand split in two, its eastern and western regions separated by a large ocean, known as the Amerig, what connects the frigid waters of the Arctic, to those currents warmer, far to the south, where once was the Gulf of Mexico.  In the midst of that thalassic divide, a chain of mountainous islands form of themselves a broad atoll, their jagged slopes sparsely adorned with patches of short grasses, and small stands of maple trees.  Together do those many islands form a protective barrier about a bottomless lake, rather than a shallow lagoon, it simply named the Abysm, what reaches tens of thousands of paces into the briny darkness, granting it the distinction of being the deepest place on the planet.

Of those many islands, the largest supports a complex of concrete buildings, what seem to swell from the mountainside as waves, the lion's share of their many halls and chambers carved deep into the living rock, so as to provide home for the Klyarium, the world's foremost institution of higher learning, and repository of ancient knowledge.  While uninhabited in the usual sense, that combination of museum and university provides home to hundreds of itinerant scientists, and scholars, who not only study the many historical artifacts stored in that venerable place, but also the Abysm, itself, and the countless forms of aquatic life what dwell within its frigid waters.

Within the Klyarium exists a rather capacious room, carved from the rock in aspect of an amphitheatre, its terraced seating sloping upward from a low stage, and already filled with people, numbering nearly a thousand in all.  Upon the stage stands an armchair, comfortable and plush, with a hooded cloak, coloured a deep shade of indigo, draped over its high back, set near a low coffee table, where sits the Grandame.  Nearly a hand shorter than what is considered average, with a face at once youthful, and wizened, such that her true age is not readily apparent, the slender woman bears a head of surprisingly long hair, grey in colour, and held as twin braids what drape over her shoulders, reaching down to her knees, while her green eyes contain a sharp awareness what bespeaks of the hidden intelligence, behind them, who sits clad in a simple draped dress, its additional fullness gathered and held to its port side, coloured vibrant blue, and decorated at the collar and cuffs with gold needlework.

Upon a low table next to where the Grandame sits, a silvered tray bears the weight of a coffee pot, sugar bowl and creamer, and a cup already in use, while in her hands does she hold a fork, and a small plate containing a few remaining morsels of cheesecake, slathered in a coulis of blueberries.  With a smile, the Grandame finishes the last bite of cake, and letting out a contented sigh, she to the crowd says, “And, we're back from our break.”  Then, setting the empty plate upon the table, hurrying a mouthful of coffee, she goes on to say: “'Kay – so, where did I leave off?  Oh, that's right, I was talking about Vicereine Tahla.  So, after she spoke at what was called the United Nations, Newtown continued to grow.  The thousands of Souls that were still adrift there slowly came to manifest, to be welcomed with open arms into that fledgling community.  Over the centuries, Newtown flourished into the grand civilization we all know it to be, and of course, it was a safe harbour for millions of people from Earth, when the cataclysm of the Newer Dryas came around to mess everything up, again.  And – hey, during these HolyDays, I highly suggest you zip on over to Newtown, and join in the celebration there; the 'Chocolate Festival', it's called.  I promise, you won't be disappointed.”

“So, moving on,” segues the Grandame, again sipping her coffee, “while I was sitting here, eating cheesecake, I thought about the next tale I would share.  Like I said, earlier, since this HolyDay marks our victory in the War against Darkness, we tend to focus more on the big, epic events that happened; the main heroes, the vilest villains, the expected boss fight at the end.  The smaller stuff still gets mentioned, in a sort of sidebar way, but really, the small events were just as important as the epic ones; they all were stepping stones towards winning the Final Battle.  Anyway, I got it in my head to speak of another figure usually relegated to the sidebars of the history books, but this time I'm going with a villain.”

“We're still not sure who created it; hell, we're not even sure why it did the things it did.  What we do know is before this villain came to Earth, about fifteen thousand years ago, it was on a Sylvanii world, in this galaxy, a planet called 'Toranii'...

~ ~ ~
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Upon the world known as Toranii, a small and remote island sits amidst a far-reaching sea, thousands of kilometres from the nearest civilization, where stands a massive stronghold, in aspect of a ziggurat, one entirely fashioned of dark grey metal.  Deep within the core of that mountainous fortress, resides a small chamber, dark and devoid of air, five paces long in each of its dimensions, its walls lined with a thick layer of red-tinted gold, engraved with countless strange symbols.  At the centre of that room rests a lone object, what resembles a metallic watermelon seed, five paces long and three wide, bulbous and rounded at one end, tapering to a thin, triangular point at the other; all made of iron, completely solid, it serves as a prison for the beast hidden within.

Meanwhile, high above the surface of that world, does another monster float in the cold vacuum of space.  In aspect of a colossal, metallic serpent, what bears a thick, conical body, and three sets of six sword-like wings, fixed upon rings what gird the horrifying horror, and rotate about its body.  The dark form of that hulking monstrosity sports an array of seven tails, they tapered to fine points, bent as claws, what doubles its overall length, while its massive and gaping mouth bristles with long spires of metal, they crackling and humming with arcs of sable electricity.  With the many interlocking, hexagonal scales of its skyscraper-sized body rippling as ferrous-liquid near a magnet, that strange entity begins to grumble, and hum, and a faint glow of ultraviolet light slowly begins to limn its body.  In a trice, that torrent of dark energy within its cavernous maw lances forth, forming a cohesive, trembling beam what burns through Toranii's cloud-filled atmosphere, and strikes the surface of the planet, touching off an unimaginable explosion.  In only five heartbeats does that world-ending blast wave rip across the world, tearing apart the continents, vaporizing every ocean, and erasing everything that lives, before the entire planet bursts apart, sending billions of tonnes of rock, metal, and fast-cooling magma, into space.

That great, serpentine machine ceases its cataclysmic blaze, then, and closes its massive maw, before silently drifting away from the devastation it has caused, passing through the wide-reaching cloud of planetary debris, before leaving the solar system, for places unknown.  And – there, adrift within the field of newly-made asteroids, that seed-shaped prison remains, it damaged for that planet-rending attack, but nevertheless intact.  There does it remain, for thousands of years tumbling through the darkness of space.  And – then...

~ ~ ~
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...One day, a small, blue-white world swings towards the cloud of debris made by Toranii's violent demise, a planet simply known as Earth, what passes through that vast field of asteroids, and hyper-cooled core fragments.  Thousands of pinpoints of white light appear in that world's clear sky, like brightening stars, turning to streaks as they plummet to the surface, a few at first, quickly growing in number, many burning away in their rub with the atmosphere, while other survive to pelt the ground.  Quickly does that rain of flaming stone and metal fall, they fist-sized, then head-sized, then the size of houses, painting the sky red with their fire, choking the air with smoke, and cratering the ground amidst fiery explosions.  Of them all, most impact with the kilometres thick sheet of ice what covers the northern hemisphere, setting thick plumes of water vapour high into the air, and as the swarm of falling meteors grows in its intensity, the sky darkens, countless animals flee, and the race of beings known as Human lament the coming cataclysm.

In amongst that shower of fiery destruction, a large mass of iron falls, about the size of a small car, some fifteen tonnes in mass, and shaped as a cliché seed pod, thick and rounded at one end, tapering to a point at the other.  With scores of fist-sized pits and hollows marring its otherwise smooth surface, they seemingly formed by heat, the Seed tumbles and spins, completely engulfed in flame, roaring as a waterfall, as it streaks to the ground upon an arc of billowing smoke, fast-slamming into the glacial ice, leaving a wide crater, skipping and sliding to form a long furrow, before it grinds to a steaming halt.

Meanwhile, the cataclysmic meteor shower continues, and soon does the sky brighten, as with a second sun, when a mountain of iron and stone plunges through the atmosphere, with its deafening roar shaking the earth, leaving a thick and long tail of smoke and vapour as it goes.  Upon a blinding burst of light, the falling asteroid explodes in mid-air, fracturing into ten pieces, each stretching off upon differing tangents, seeming as a many headed hydra roaring across the sky.  The ten glaring fragments impact upon that great sheet of ice what covers the northern half of one of the world's continents, touching off a chain of blinding explosions, each putting forth the energy of a nuclear blast, the intense conflagrations vaporize countless tonnes of ice, in an instant, and melt countless more.  Soon do those newly released waters gather, churning and roiling with the heat, what further melt the ice, as meteors continue to rain down.  Upon a sudden, those waters find place enough to flow, of themselves forming a colossal and long-lasting flood, what washes from those northern climes, into the vast oceans what flank it, and pour into the lands of the south, cutting and scarring the land, furrowing the vast plains as beach sand, washing away the trees, and flooding the lowlands.  For itself, the iron Seed, so caught up in that nascent deluge, rolls and tumbles beneath the waves of the cataclysmic flood, even as those waters reach around the globe, erasing millions of kilometres of shoreline from every continent, and drowning all who live upon them.

For three long weeks does that shower of meteors plummet to earth, and it takes three more weeks for the floodwaters to recede from the lands, adding to the oceans, and seas, raising their levels hundreds of metres.  The clouds of dust and vapour thrown skyward nearly cover the entire globe, muting the light of the Sun, for which plant-life withers, and dies; the temperature around the world plummets, and the constant rains soon become as snow, even along those equatorial climes, marking the beginning of an ice age that would last a thousand years.

In the aftermath of that world-changing cataclysm, the iron Seed sits upon the shore of a small, newly-formed lake, the clear water gently lapping against its heat-pitted sides.  With a barely audible click, a microscopic hole opens upon its surface, from which an invisibly small object emerges, in aspect of a nano-mechanical virus, what lances forth a minuscule spark, with it reducing the molecules of water that surround it to pure energy, which it quickly imbibes.  Then, when it has so consumed enough rendered power, that viral entity uses that energy to manifest matter, in aspect of another of its kind, and together do they repeat that process, multiplying themselves, whereupon the newly-created set about to multiplying, and so on.  Quickly, upon an exponential growth curve, do they form enough of themselves to begin to specialize, in a score of different ways, who also set about replicating; only minutes later, that army of trillions upon trillions come together, joining and linking in accordance to their design, of themselves fast-forming a metallic, mechanical, Human skeleton, coloured black and gold, what stands some four-paces tall, the all of it pitted with countless, tiny holes.  The space behind its rib cage then glows with scarlet light, and the hollows of its eyes bloom with ruddy energy, whereupon the whole of it seems to come to life, for a moment looking about at its surroundings, before sprinting off...

~ ~ ~
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The Klyarium; 3301AD...

Small spoon tinkling in her cup, as she fixes herself another coffee, the Grandame continues her address, saying, “Like so many things, this bad guy came to be known by many names, whose identity was confused with many others.  In the Old Americas, where it first arrived, some called it the 'Windigo', the 'Skinwalker', or just the 'Shadow'; elsewhere, words like 'Minotaur', 'vampire', and 'wight', were used.  Still elsewhere, it was known as the 'Ghala', or 'ghoul', which led to names like, 'Satyan', 'Set', or 'Satan'.  But – not 'Santa', that's someone else.”

For a beat pausing, as her audience chuckles and laughs for that small joke, the Grandame goes on with her history lesson, to them explaining, “Like I said, no one really knows where the Satyan came from, who made it, or how.  The most interesting theory is that the Dark Lord, himself, built the Satyan, in a sort of vile countermove to the creation of the SwordMaiden of Hope.  What is known, is that it haunted and hunted Humanity for over ten thousand years, showing up in the stories of nearly every civilization and culture on Earth.  Single-handed, it erased whole societies, and countless heroes were sent to stop it, and of them, none were able to destroy the Satyan; at best, it could only be contained.  And, about twenty-three hundred years ago, that's exactly what happened...”
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Chapter: Prelude One
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~ The Mother of the Money Pit ~

Nearly five decades before Columbus rowed his boat ashore the New World, a wooden galleon drops its anchor, offshore a small island, upon the east coast of what would eventually become known as Canada.  From that vessel does its crew lower a longboat to the water, it laden with a group of men, ranging in ages from their early twenties, to early thirties, each lightly armoured in padded jerkins, rather than the knightly panoplies of plate and chain to which they are accustomed, who also go bereft of the white tabard what displays the crimson crux ansata emblem of their Order, so as to better keep their identity better hidden.  With that coterie stands a lone woman, an uncommon sight upon such ships, known as Shirona, the Veil of Getsuya, member of a legendary sorority of magic-wielding heroes, graced by the Goddess of Hope.  Seemingly in her mid-twenties, the golden hemline of her white cloak hangs to her ankles, while her long blonde ponytail gently sways, shoulder-to-shoulder, with the gentle list of the longboat, even as a diaphanous white veil hides her face, from which a score of tiny silver bells do hang, what tinkle softly in the coastal breeze.  With she standing at the prow of that small boat, some of the men set to working a quartet of long oars, as to skull the craft towards that forested island.

Of that crew, one moves to stand with she in the vestal white garb, first viewing the island, ahead, through a leather looking glass, before he aims his gaze her way.  “Is this a vision you make, with your magics?”, inquires the unarmoured knight, somewhat breathlessly, as they watch the approaching shore.

To which, Shirona sniffs a laugh, and replies, “Hardly...”

“Forgive me, Mother,” says he, looking her way, “'tis not you that I doubt, but what my eyes do see.”

With a slight smile, Shirona assures, “No need to apologize, Sir Edward; it is a difficult thing to believe, until it is seen.”

The fair-haired fellow again looks to the tree lined shore, to it gesturing, as he asks: “How far does this new land reach; what manner of people dwell here?”

“It is vast, and bountiful,” nods the elegantly armoured Magirai, “standing as a second world upon the map.  There are many peoples here, wondrous in their variety, inferior to you in some regards, and far superior in others.”

Sir Edward, nodding sagely for that reply, then goes on to inquire, “Beyond yourself, are we the first to come here, from those lands elsewhere known?”

The tiny silver bells what dangle from her diaphanous veil tinkling, as she shakes her head, Shirona replies: “Others have arrived, before, but not many.  This land is held on its other side by a second ocean, more vast than the one we have just traversed, which together isolate it from the rest of the world.  The Northmen have occasioned to arrive upon these shores, a time or two, while, to the west, far across this great land, is where my abbey stands.”

“This place must be harsh, or for some cause inhospitable,” comes Edward's next assumption, “if the Northmen do not settle here.”

Again shaking her head, Shirona patiently explains, “This land has already been spoken for, and the Northmen do not wish to insult that ownership; though, I have discovered some few settlements built by them, here on the coast, small and seldom used.  While I do not know for certain, it's possible the Northmen did manage to cultivate peace with the peoples of this new world.”

“Will we be able to boast the same,” shrugs the knight, “now that we list towards their shores?”

To which, Shirona nods: “If we do this correctly, they shall never know we were here.”

In short order does that longboat make landfall, its keel scraping the sandy bottom, before the men disembark to haul the craft ashore.  “Set up camp,” Shirona orders, stepping from the boat, as she gives Sir Edward a nod, “and allow your men time for their legs to remember the feel of steady earth.  Please, do not venture from this spot, until I reveal it is safe to do so.”

Then, as he acknowledges her words with a nod, she leaves them in that place to venture deeper onto the island, for a long while wandering between the tall-standing oak trees, finding the forest lawn to be decorated with shrubs of wild blueberries, the soft pink of lady slipper, and the vestal white petals of trillium, before coming to an area home to a small swamp.  For a spell does she then follow the shoreline, soon spotting the mainland, two hundred paces distant, what bears upon its own rocky shores a thick forest, and no signs of civilization.  Of a time, she makes her way back to the site of their landfall, to find the crew of unarmoured knights already in the midst of setting up camp, some men milling and moving about, in effort to find their land legs, while others busy themselves gathering windfall to be used as fuel in the already lit campfire, even as others unload a few casks and crates, filled with foodstuffs and fresh water, from the longboat.

As she approaches that fledgling campsite, Sir Edward draws near to her, asking, “All is well?”

With a veil-tinkling nod, Shirona quietly replies, “Yes, the island is still uninhabited.”  Then, offhandedly gesturing to the camp, she adds: “You and your men can rest the night; recover from the long journey.  Tomorrow, we'll begin work.”

To which, Edward does give a nod of his own, then carefully suggests: “With respect, Mother, you could do with a rest, as well.”

“I will be fine,” assures she, giving him a small smile, before adding: “I shall return home, when our task is done, where I will spend some time being... 'mundane'.”

“And, what of us, when you go,” the knight shrugs, lifting his chin at his men, “what shall you have us do, then?  Verily, did we understand this trip would strand us upon new and unfamiliar shores, but what aim shall we move towards, once you are gone?”

Shirona gestures to a log about the crackling fire, one already serving as a bench seat for the travel weary crew, and as she and Edward move to take up place upon it, she replies, “I have thought on that, while we did sail here; as I have already warned, there is little reward for you in this task, in exchange for its high cost.  I have considered that you and your men might find some verdant island of your own, where you might live out your days, or perhaps you shall brave the journey back home, such that you may continue your Divine mission, assuming you can gather supplies enough to see you across the ocean.  However, neither of these ideas seems fitting to me; neither compensates adequately for what I have asked of you.  So, instead, I propose that you and your men come with me, when I return to the abbey, in the west; there, you may join a fledgling village, already populated by others who I have stranded upon this land, as I continue my own Divine mission.”

Sir Edward gives a small nod, for a beat considering her offer, before asking, “How long will the journey be, to this village of yours?”

“Oh, to be sure, it would require many months of hard travel, in order to fully traverse the breadth of this land,” reveals she.  “But, if you and your men would be so willing, I have the means to move us all there, in only a few heartbeats, though you might find the experience rather unsettling.”  Then, pointing to the galleon anchored, offshore, she adds: “As well, we would have need to dispose of the ship, so as to hide our presence here.”

Again considering her reply, but a moment, the knight quirks a brow, and says, “I would suppose that living upon an unfamiliar land shall be the mite easier, if we are among others who know it, already.  And, not to flatter, to be close to your Divine Light would provide all the more safety, and guidance.  No doubt it is you who governs the fledgling town of which you speak?”

With a small shrug, and a small shake of her head, Shirona replies, “While I do assist in the day-to-day endeavours of the town, my work takes me away from that place, far and often.  So, it is my husband, Ibale, who dons the mayoral mantle, while I see to the affairs of the abbey.”

“Your husband?”, repeats Sir Edward, clearly surprised.  “But, you are a Mother Superior; do not your vows prohibit such a thing?”

To which Shirona quirks a brow, and wryly replies, “My vows also prevent me using the powers I've been granted; yet, few seen to complain of the good I do, for fact of them...”

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


The next day, Shirona stands upon the exact centre of that small island, a tall walking staff in hand, it seemingly made of bright moonlight, with which she impossibly levitates five, head-sized stones, rectangular and painted white, which fly between the tall-standing oak trees, each going of a different tangent, to find the glow of a light-crafted mark upon the ground, four at the cardinal points of the island, and one at the place before her feet.  Effortlessly, she places the marker stones precisely upon those glowing spots, and together do they draw the shape of a cross, over the length and breadth of the whole island; then, she manifests with her effulgent staff a thin beam of glaring light, with which she carefully engraves a runic inscription into one face of the centre marker, before which she stands, and upon completing that series of strange sigils, the stone throws a faint and shimmering barrier about the all of the island, what seems to fade once fully-formed.  With that task complete, Shirona returns to camp, and the coterie of knights there, where the rest of that day is spent hunting, fishing, and ferrying supplies from the ship offshore...

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


The next day, Shirona, somehow seeing through the ground, moves to an unremarkable spot upon the island; there, she swings her gleaming staff, as one reaping wheat, and from the tip of that weapon lances forth a compressed beam off light, what fells the nearby trees, as easily as a heated knife cuts through butter.  For a moment working to clear the area of those fallen trees, she levitating them back to the campsite, where that crew of unarmoured knights set to cutting free their boughs, and sawing them to long and likewise lengths, Shirona then holds her weapon up high, and summons forth a powerful beam of light from the heavens, what drills straight down into the earth, in a trice vaporizing topsoil, and stone, to form a pit four paces wide, reaching deep into the bedrock of the island.

With that task complete, Shirona and her crew continue to fell trees, fashioning them into logs, uniform in length and thickness, stacking them near the freshly-made pit, while some of the knights take to the longboats, with them ferrying to the island rolled carpets of woven coconut fibre from the cargo holds of the anchored ship, along with a simple wooden chest, and a thick plank of white marble.  As Shirona stands overseeing the work the knights do, Sir Edward does approach her, saying, “May I ask a question?”

To which, the veiled Magirai gives him a somewhat wry look, and replies, “I've told you, the less questions you ask, the better off you will be.”

With a nod for that warning, Edward clarifies, “I simply wonder at the rugs,” as he turns his attention to the approaching longboat, laden with that cargo.

Shirona hesitates a beat, as though considering her reply, before revealing, “The monster glows of a certain shade of light, one so slim, the eye cannot see it; it is this light that causes the plague what has already killed so many.  Like the stone coffin in which the Satyan is imprisoned, the coarse fibre of the rugs will provide some small protection against its vile light, so it does not harm the life in the area.”  Then, seeing the wide-eyed look Sir Edward gives her, she smiles, and assures: “Do not worry, my friend, I've ensured you and your men are kept from this light, using other methods.  Speaking of which...”, whereupon she turns her attention to that plank of white marble, laying nearby, it five hands long, and three wide, into which she cuts a series of runic symbols, using the tip of her staff.  Meanwhile, a few of her crew finish constructing a square form of wooden planks, each of its sides two paces long, into which they place that simple wooden chest, brought from the ship, before filling in the remaining space of the form with crude concrete.

With preparations complete, Shirona then bids the knights give her a wide berth, as she moves to stand upon the shoreline, facing the galleon anchored nearby; then, gripping her moonlight staff in both hands, letting out a readying sigh, she raises that weapon high, what begins to brighten and dim in an alternating fashion, slow at first, growing faster as the heartbeats pass.  After a moment, the ship anchored offshore begins to creak, and groan, slightly listing in the water, before a peculiar object rises into view, above its deck.  In aspect of a massive, rectangular block of megalithic stone, four paces long, two wide, and three high, seemingly fashioned of perfectly cut diorite, dark and polished, it levitates away from the galleon, impossibly hovering above the water, towards the island.  There, Shirona slowly directs that twenty tonne stone to where the wide pit resides, and her crew of knights watch as she gently lowers that ponderous object into the gaping cavity, all the way down to its unseen bottom.

Upon an echoing boom does that grim megalith find its place, deep below the surface, whereupon Shirona redirects the point of her moonlight staff to the many piles of hewn oak logs, from those orderly stacks levitating a dozen up into the air, before directing them to dive into the pit, where she forms of them a laterally aligned wall across the expanse of the pit, far beneath the surface.  Next, she magically manoeuvres one of the large mats of coconut fibre into the hole, to cover the oaken platform she had just fashioned, before she hovers that rune-inscribed plank of white marble, to lay upon that barrier.  Shirona then gives a wave of her glowing weapon, lifting a stream of dirt and rock from elsewhere on the island, which she pours into the pit, to pile upon the log barrier, below; after adding some ten feet of earth, she places a second barrier of logs, and a coconut mat, then back-fills the pit with another ten feet of dirt, followed by a third set of logs, covered by a carpet of fibre.  In that pattern does she continue to fill in the pit, placing log barriers every ten feet, filling the spaces between with earth, until that vertical tunnel is only thirty feet deep, where she then lowers that concrete encased wooden chest, before adding the last few barriers of oak logs, fibre mats, and freshly-dug dirt, until the pit is completely filled to the surface.

It is then, when Shirona aims her levitation act at herself, the length of her cloak fluttering with the coastal breeze, as she hovers low over the water, and with her staff glaring bright, stretching her arm out before herself, from her palm does she lance forth a trembling beam of compressed light, upon an acute angle, what blasts through the waves, drilling a narrow tunnel into the base of the island, unerringly connected to the bottom of the pit.  And, soaring to another side of the island, she repeats that same act, boring a narrow tunnel into the side of the pit, before again moving to a different stretch of shore, to perform that procedure a third time.

When all is done, Shirona and that crew of knights make long efforts to clear away as much evidence that they were there, as they can, gathering up tools, and personal belongings, scattering and burying the remains of the campfire, and smashing food barrels and water casks to pieces, even as Shirona sets the galleon and longboats aflame, with rays of compressed light, burning the vessels to nought but ash, and fragments of charred wood, what disperse on the tide.  Finally, Shirona gathers her crew in a tight group, standing shoulder-to-shoulder about her, with she at the centre; then, a nimbus of brilliant white light envelops her, head to toe, and holding her hands high, thin filaments of wavering, golden energy form and dance upon the air, wrapping and twisting themselves into a complex pattern of scintillating lace.  In a trice, the aura of light what surrounds her expands and grows, encompassing that coterie of knights; before any can react, that great hemisphere of light collapses upon itself, reducing them all to a glaring beam what lances off into the sky, arcing to the west, leaving the island silent, and unoccupied...
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Chapter: Prelude Two
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~ The Devil's Doctor ~

Florence, Italy; 1770AD...

Deep within the dark, subterranean halls of a palatial villa, Decius Serrat stands in a dank, stonework room, it some unsettling union of laboratory, and torture chamber, working by the light provided by a trio of oil-fuelled lanterns.  In his early twenties, with his perfect posture standing a hand taller than is considered average for a man, and athletically fit, he sports a head of dark hair, and a blue-eyed gaze, whose stare seems as cold and hard as ice, as he focuses on his task.  Upon the wooden table before which he stands, a young woman lays supine, and cold with death, her lips and tongue black for the poison what extinguished her, she still clad in the garb of her wedding, to him, earlier that day.  With a scalpel in his steady hand, he carefully removes the soft skin of her soles, slowly pulling the tissue free, setting them within a glass bowl filled with a yellow-tinted fluid, allowing them to soak for a spell.  Then, lifting the two patches of skin from that chemical solution, gingerly drying them within the folds of a cotton cloth, he ferries them to a low table, what bears the weight of an assortment of sewing supplies, and a thick book, whose wooden covers and spine are bound with an incomplete patchwork of leather, the many pieces clearly taken from the bottoms of Human feet.  At that table does he sit, and sets about to sewing the treated sole skin he carries into the cover of the book, of a time filling the space left unfinished.

Upon the very last stitch, before Decius can sigh his satisfaction for the task complete, all of the glass within the room abruptly and unexpectedly shatters, the beakers, bowls, flasks, and vials, spilling their fluid contents to the stone floor, and filling the air with their countless fragments.  Decius, flinching and ducking in his seat, for that sudden noise, flings his arms about his head, so as to protect himself from those flying shards, then frantically looks about to find the cause of that inexplicable eruption, to find the many pieces of broken glass not falling to the floor, but rather hovering as glittering clouds on the air.  In a trice, the glassy shrapnel all rush together, clinking and tinkling as they touch, of themselves forming a clear-white statue, in vague aspect of a man.

Decius, eyes wide for his shock, paralyzed with fear, watches as that vitreous form draws near to him, and leans to examine the book upon the table.  Voice issuing as a grumbling landslide, what seems to tremble the glassy shards of its body, that unnatural entity says, “I have watched as thou did craft this work, over the years.  Verily, it is a fine tome.”  Then, with a jagged finger pointing to one patch of leather upon the book's binding, it adds: “I remember this one, most especially; the first of thine many betrayals,” before it carefully opens the front cover, slowly flipping through the pages, as it inquires: “And, these words, thy grand vision for the Herd of Man; the tortured rantings of a lunatic, most would agree, but to mine eyes, they read as poetry.  Under what title is this to be known?”  And, when Decius remains silent, sitting pale and trembling in his chair, the shard-formed fiend says: “Speak.”

“The Great Promise,” blurts Decius, as though the words had involuntarily escaped him.

To which, that tinkling terror does laugh, the sound of its mirth shaking the room, and forcing Decius to cover his ears, before it says, “I can make thy 'Great Promise' real; I can add to it those ploys it requires, I can edit its lofty narrative, to help it achieve its ultimate conclusion.  Speak.”

“What needs to be added?”, inquires Decius, squeezing his eyes shut, as though in pain.

“For now,” grumbles the glassy horror, “thy need only be concerned with a detail not within thine dark vision, for it is still future flung.  In twenty one generations, there shall come a great cataclysm, what will mark the beginning of the next Age upon this wretched world.  In that coming time, the Herd of Man will fall asunder, and quickly turn back into the dust from which they came.  Verily, thine 'Great Promise' can save them, can shelter them from the coming chaos.  And, thou shall sit as their aeternal ruler, their ever-watchful god...”

~ ~ ~
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Ten years later, in an upscale restaurant, in the heart of New York City, Decius sits at a quiet table cordoned off by low privacy walls, clad in a dark jacket with a tiny waist, and padded shoulders, a white shirt, and grey waistcoat, over which he wears a black coat with a cutaway front and two tails behind, along with a pair of close fitting trousers, while a cravat sits snug about his throat, it so full and high that he cannot lower his head; with his tall top hat of black silk hanging upon a brazen hook, set into one of the privacy walls, his walking cane, made of black ebony, and topped with a golden knob, leans also against that barrier.  Of a time, he is joined by another man, similarly dressed, they both silently waiting for the waiter to pour their tea, before he takes his leave, and they begin their much-awaited conversation.

“So,” begins Decius, skipping the formality of a greeting, “how was your trip?”

To which, he named Artemis Mond takes his teacup in hand, and with a nod replies, “As good as can be expected, considering the weight of my need to leave.  Thank you, again, for your assistance in securing me safe passage from Europe.”

“I could not simply stand idle,” smiles Decius, giving a slight shake of his head, “when one of the Brotherhood was in need.”  Then, offhandedly gesturing about, he adds: “At least here, in the New World, your work can continue in a greater secrecy.”

Artemis, lowering his gaze, and the volume of his voice, appends, “Again, I assure you, I was not found out, nor did any aim the gaze of suspicion my way.”

To which, Decius holds up a hand, as to stay the man's rising concern, and replies, “There is no need to explain; I'm here for a likewise reason as you.”  Then, taking a sip of his tea, he goes on to ask: “And, what of your work; will you have need to begin anew?”

With a shake of his head, Artemis replies, “Only certain portions; once I find a suitable locale, and acquire enough specimens, it should not take long to complete what I've started.”

“I promise, you will have all that you need, and more,” nods Decius.  “In fact, I've already a man out looking for your suitable location; fellow by the name of 'Spool'.  He knows these parts, the locals; I expect it won't be long, before he finds what you need...”
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Chapter: Prelude Three
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~ Another Pit ~

Two months later, Artemis follows close behind a man by the name of Hiram Spool, they both on horseback, and dressed for travel, through the countryside not far from a fledgling town called Amityville, soon arriving at an unremarkable place, dotted with stands of trees, and a verdant forest lawn.  Spool, reining his mount to a halt, and tipping back his hat, gives a nod, and says, “This is the place.”

Also bringing his horse to a stop, Artemis casts his gaze about the area, after a moment observing,“I don't see any grave markers.”

“The savages don't do that with their dead,” replies Spool, shaking his head.

With a frown, Artemis looks the man's way, to rebuke, “I've asked you to not call them 'savages', or use any of your uncivilized insults.  They are Human Beings; that is why I need them.”

“I'll call them 'sugarplum', if you pay me enough,” Spool shrugs, casually.

Again looking about that tree-dotted field, Artemis then inquires, “If there are no markers, how can you be certain this is the right place?”

To which, Spool replies, “For one, the... 'locals', won't come near this place; they're afraid to even speak of it.”  Then, pointing to a spot some thirty paces distant, he adds: “The other reason, is that,” whereupon he heels his horse into motion, moving between the trees to that place so indicated, where he again slows to a halt, near a hole in the ground, it two paces across, and unfathomably deep.  “You wanted a hole,” says Spool, “so, there you go.  The locals call it, the 'Devil's Outhouse'; at least that's as close as I can reckon.”

Artemis, nodding to himself, as he looks to that small sinkhole, then meets his guide's gaze to ask, “What else did you learn?”

Also peering into that deep pit, Spool replies, “From what I could gather, the locals believe this to be a pathway that goes straight into Hell.  Apparently, they used to toss criminals in there, when they found the need; returning evil to evil, or some such thing.  They don't do that anymore, though.”

“And, the buried dead?”, inquires Artemis, casting a look about the area, once more.

“The local's heroes, and great warriors,” informs Spool, with a smile what suggests he doubts that information, “they even said one of their chiefs is interred here, somewhere.  Story is, they're all meant to guard the area against the foul spirits rising up from Hell.”

Artemis, nodding for that brief tale, for a moment casts his gaze about the area, before – to his guide – saying, “You have done well...”

~ ~ ~
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A fortnight later, bare-chested work crews labour under the noonday Sun, endeavouring to construct a small log cabin, situated over the so-called Devil's Outhouse, even as teams of other labourers work to level the ground, clear trees, while another group erects the framework of a stockade.  Not far from that construction site, Artemis stands facing a group of a dozen men, on horseback, they all assorted ne'er-do-wells, and ruffians, led by he named Spool.  Already in the midst of giving that coterie of horse-mounted men instructions, Artemis lifts his brows, and pointing to a scrap of paper Spool holds, inquires, “You understand?  I want only what is writ upon that list, and no more.  I'm paying you each handsomely, more than most men will see in a lifetime; if you bring back a single person who does not meet my criteria, if you try to falsify their condition, you will find out what waits at the bottom of the Devil's Outhouse.”  Then, softening his expression, giving an allowing nod, he appends: “Or, if you accord to my instructions, you shall all find yourselves to be wealthy men.”

With those men nodding for the apparent fairness of Artemis' deal, Spool gestures with that note he holds, asking: “How do you want us to go about this?”

“However you see fit,” replies Artemis, giving a careless shrug, “so long as you get me what I need, in the condition I need it.  Lie, steal, kill; hell, I don't care if you simply saunter up, tugging a forelock, as you say 'please' and 'thank you', just get me what I want.”

“Can't say how long this will take,” warns Spool, shoving the note in a pocket.

To which, Artemis insists, “Do the job well, not rushed.”

“We might need to hire us up a few more men,” admits Spool.

Again shrugging, Artemis remarks, “That's for you to decide, if you so wish to divide your earnings.”  Then, he segues on to say, “And, on that subject...,” before he fetches a leather pouch from his coat pocket, and tosses it Spool's way, adding: “Wages against your first delivery, to help get you on your way.”

Spool snatches the pouch from the air, without examining its contents aiming a nod at his coterie of men, to them saying, “Let's go, boys,” before he heels his horse about...

~ ~ ~
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A few days later, with the cabin and stockade built, and the work crews busy constructing a proper house, nearby, Artemis sets about to 'decorating' the former's interior.  First fashioning a wooden guardrail about the Devil's Outhouse, such that he might not inadvertently fall within, he then spends time staining the windowless walls with lambs' blood, before unpacking the contents of a trio of wooden crates, containing scores of black candles held within golden candelabras, various Human skulls engraved with runic symbols, and leather rolls holding a wide assortment of surgical tools, along with an armload of aged books, and rolled vellum scrolls, and a fist-sized orb of polished jet.  Last amongst that collection, a simple wooden box, head-sized and polished, with a hinged lid, and rather unremarkable in design.  Once his unpacking is done, Artemis then takes up an ornate kris dagger, and moves to stand next to the hole in the centre of the floor, with that blade slashing open the tip of a finger, letting the blood drip into the pit...

~ ~ ~
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Roughly two months later, Spool and his posse return from their first foray, leading a caged wagon drawn by a team of horses, in which huddles a dozen men and women, they seemingly frightened, and suffering from numerous afflictions.  Some are aged, blind, or sickly; some seem insane, or malformed, or enfeebled in some fashion, and to some degree.  As that posse leads the cage to the stockade, and sets to transferring those prisoners from the one to the other, Spool moves to join Artemis, there watching from the porch of his house, where they together sit, chatting over a stiff drink...

~ ~ ~
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One year later, with Spool and his posse out looking for more prisoners, and the stockade populated with a score of Turtle Islanders, Artemis stands in the dark cabin what straddles the so-called Devil's Outhouse, before a narrow table, to which one of those prisoners is bound, gagged, and blindfolded, who wails and screams in confusion, fear, and pain.  For himself, Artemis calmly ignores the prisoner's noise, as he uses a sharp scalpel to carefully carve narrow, closely-spaced lines of text into his victim's skin, head to toe, as a plain wooden box sits upon a stool, nearby, from which can be heard the quiet whisper of words, while another, smaller table bears the weight of an assortment of open books, and loose pages.

For a moment does Artemis lean his ear near to that wooden box, listening to its whispers; then, he consults one of the open books, and another, before he carves a series of small symbols into the prisoner's flesh.  As he works, the wooden box continues to whisper its barely audible words, to which Artemis puts on a dark frown, giving a shake of his head, saying, “Slow down, dammit.  Lente, lente...”

The hapless prisoner screams through the gag in their mouth, and struggles against their tight bonds, as Artemis continues to carve a long series of odd symbols into their skin, doing his best to hear the box's words.  Long does he work, covering the prisoner's entire body with tight lines of text; then, with that unfortunate soul barely conscious, bordering on death, Artemis removes the bonds and shackles, and moves to one end of the table upon which they lay.  And, lifting the table, it apparently hinged so as to allow it to stand fully upright, the prisoner slides from its surface, falling feet-first into the Devil's Outhouse, the thudding noise of their descent echoing a long moment, before going quiet...

~ ~ ~
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Three years later...

After having completed yet another rune-etched sacrifice to the pit within his cabin, now numbering more than five hundred tortured Souls, Artemis ventures into the midnight darkness, outside, wiping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief, breathing deep of the fresh air, as to clear his lungs of incense smoke.  Then, with one hand massaging the cramp in the other, engendered by his meticulous scalpel use, he tilts his gaze skyward, so as to behold the countless stars, a moment, before he aims his feet towards the house, nearby, with a mind to fetch himself a stiff drink, and perhaps a bit of food.  Before he can move a half-dozen paces in that direction, he brings himself to an abrupt halt, when his ears find the sound of a deep and incessant rumble, as though a nest of hornets had somehow become angered.

Slowly turning himself about, looking this way and that, Artemis does catch the sight of shadows moving within the darkness, and that droning hum grows louder, as those dim forms draw near.  Suddenly, and understandably wary, he falters back from the approach of those shades, and soon does he see the form of a large bull, what saunters forth, it coming to a stop, before a horned owl silently finds place to perch upon the bull's horns; not a heartbeat later, a bald eagle strangely arrives, carrying a long rattlesnake in its talons, which it releases as it lands upon the ground, while at the same time, a rather portly pig moves close, going side-by-side with a growling wolf.  Finally, and stranger still, a maned lion then emerges from the shadows, casually looking about, as it moves to join that menagerie, who all take up positions as to surround Artemis, each with their eyes aglow with scarlet light.

“My eyes deceive me,” whispers he, eyes wide, as he looks to the septet of creatures, about him.

Seemingly from all directions, a deep and grumbling voice asks, “Why have you disturbed us?”

The sound of those words slams into Artemis on all sides, and he immediately crumples to the ground, coughing and wheezing, even as his eyes sting and water for the sulphurous vapours what suddenly assail him, before he manages to croak, “What is happening?”

As those seven animals together tighten the ring they form about him, that same, bone-shaking voice does inquire, “Why have you summoned us; why do you pull at us with your childish magics?”

There kneeling upon the grass, Artemis frantically slaps his hands tight over his ears, squeezing his eyes shut for the crushing pain those words inflict upon him, and when the rumble of them does fade, allowing him to regain his senses, he with wide eyes looks to those disparate animals, seeing the Infernal light within their gazes, and whispers, “I don't believe it, you're here; you're actually here.”

“You wished it to be thus, and so,” that bone-shaking voice reminds, “you sent suffering our way, enough to draw our vile attention.  Now, lament our arrival, and hasten to make your want known, so that we may return to our thrones.”

Again holding the pain what spikes within his skull, unwittingly letting out a yell, as those words pummel him, Artemis collapses to the ground, curling himself up into a tight ball; then, when silence returns, leaving him grey-faced and panting, he struggles to push himself up to his knees, as though he were pressed upon by a massive, unseen weight.  With a cold sweat beading upon his brow, Artemis manages to reply: “I am Artemis Mond, of the Brotherhood of the Snake.  We work to hide the existence of the gods from the hearts and minds of Humanity.  I have been tasked with beseeching your help in our Great Plan.”  Then, finding within himself a greater clarity of mind, he rushes to add: “There are others, men the Light has led astray, who seek to build this new nation under the grace of God, rather than the banners of Hell.  Indeed, our great vision for this land, for this entire world, is one where each of you stands as the pillars upon which all society rests.  We wish only that your names be spoken as virtues, and that our Brotherhood be guardians of the slaves who shall desperately seek your favour...”

~ ~ ~
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One week later, with the house, cabin, and stockade already ablaze, the flames reaching high, pouring thick clouds of smoke into the air, a troop of British soldiers take up positions in the nearby forest, their red uniforms doing nothing to camouflage them in the undergrowth, as they take aim with their muskets, and begin to trade fire with Spool, and his men, who take cover behind stacks of baled straw.  With the soldiers' greater numbers, and the longer range of their weapons, the battle is relatively short, leaving Spool and his posse dead, upon that once hallowed field, before the soldiers rush to answer the screams of those prisoners trapped within the burning stockade.

A short time later, with the area secured, one of those British troops approaches his superior officer, who asks, “Any survivors amongst the bandits?”

“No – sir,” replies that junior officer, giving a shake of his head.  “They were only a dozen men in all; it seems the last of them saw fit to turn their guns on themselves.”

“And,” segues that officer senior, “the prisoners they were holding?”

“We managed to pull a half-dozen from the fire,” nods his junior, “but it was too late for the rest.”

With a disappointed nod of his own, the senior officer lets out a sigh, and goes on to ask, “Any sign of the Devil's Doctor?”

To which, the lesser officer shakes his head, once more, replying, “No – sir.  My guess is he set the blaze himself, so he would not have to face punishment for his crimes...”

~ ~ ~
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A week later, within an upscale restaurant, in the heart of New York City, Decius sits at a quiet table cordoned off by low privacy walls, along with Artemis, they both sipping floral tea, the former lifting his cup in cheers, as he says, “Allow me to congratulate you on your success, Mr. Mond.”

“Thank you, Mr. Serrat,” smiles Artemis, joining in that salutation, before adding: “And, I would like to be clear, I did not reveal my true identity to anyone.  I used the 'Jeremiah Ketcham' alias you provided, though I've no idea how that 'Devil's Doctor' moniker came to be.  Finally, I burnt everything to the ground, as to obfuscate my work, before I made my escape; I even left someone in my place, within the fires, such that it appears I had succumbed to the flames.”

“Relax, my friend,” says Decius, holding up a hand, as to stay the man's worry, “neither I, nor the Brotherhood, are disappointed in you.  Quite the opposite, in fact.”

For a moment falling quiet, as he sips of his tea, Artemis then inquires, “So – then, what does the Plan require of me, now that this portion is complete?”

To which, Decius replies, “You shall return to your life, and name; you will build your empire, your family, as to lay the foundation for what's to come...”
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Chapter: Prelude Four
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~ Drawn To Darkness ~

Meanwhile, the Archfiend of Avarice, having decided to linger upon the Earth, after being summoned by Artemis Mond, soars to the east coast of the New World, still in aspect of a grey-white horned owl, it slowly shedding its plumage, and showing its bones, as its flesh rots away, soon arriving at a small island, covered with oak trees.  Drawn to that place by the scent of evil, it circles the island, once, before passing through the unseen barrier of light what surrounds it, coming to land upon an unremarkable spot, where its body finally falls apart, collapsing to maggot-ridden pieces, so releasing the terrible Darkness within.  Amorphous and shifting, as a storm cloud, humming the air with a deep and incessant drone, that Son of Malus seems to examine the ground, a moment, before trying to push its way into the mossy earth, to no avail for fact of some invisible force what keeps it at bay.  Dimly does a sickly green light flash and flicker within the Dark cloud's form, and again, it presses itself against the ground, denting the forest floor with the weight of its effort, and still that invisible force prevents it from delving down.

“Foul Magirai, and their magic,” grumbles Avarita, its horrid voice shivering the nearby trees.  “No matter, I can wait for their lock to be picked; I can tempt the thieves of Man to open it for me.”

The vile green flashes within its vaporous form grow in intensity, and that Dark cloud billows and roils.  “Seven lives given for Greed,” Avarita growls, “seven Souls squandered for me...”  Then, when the display of emerald colour slows, and dims, it appends: “Now, to bait the trap; something simple, something their curiosity cannot ignore...”

That ghastly shade then forms from within itself an amorphous appendage, with it reaching forth to touch upon a thick and low-set limb of a nearby oak, upon a pale green flash of light bringing into existence a simple tackle block, hung by a rusting spike, there on that tree, as though it were placed by Human hands, and forgotten.  Then, that Son of Malus manifests a simple, wooden plank, in which a message of strange symbols somehow burns into being, upon one side, before setting that wooden sign upon the ground, what impossibly sinks into the earth-filled pit.  And, with that task complete, Avarita roils and swirls into the air, and streams away from the island...

~ ~ ~
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A few years later, two men follow a narrow path through the underbrush, only a dozen paces from the rocky shore, they searching for deer to hunt.  Of a time finding themselves unsuccessful in that endeavour, they decide to setup camp, for the approaching night, near the shore of that mainland, in view of a small island, forested with oak trees, some two-hundred paces away.  With a campfire crackling away, pushing back the darkness, one of the men happens to spy a series of strange green lights moving about on that island, seeming as small orbs that drift and lilt on the air, rising above the treetops.  “Oi,” says he named Enos, giving his friend a nudge, before pointing to that nearby island, “look there.  You seeing them too?”

To which, the fellow known mostly as 'Soggy' puts on a frown, and sharpening his gaze, staring at the island, a moment, he finally – and redundantly – opines, “Them's not torches.”

“That place be haunted, I'ms told,” informs Enos, giving a shake of his head.  “Even the Mic Mac don't go there; not for food, or wood.  Nothing.”

Soggy sniffs a laugh for the idea of a haunted island, and replies, “Tales of ghostly things be for children, and housewives.”

“Could be the Will O'Wisp,” Enos suggests, eyes growing wide, as he adds: “Suck a man's Soul right from his body, they say.”

Again shaking his head, Soggy points to the island, and counters, “More likely them's fireflies.”

With a frown, Enos argues, “Did you ever see fireflies move about like that?”

For a spell do the two friends sit and watch those lilting lights, largely in silence, occasionally arguing over what they may be, before fatigue finally encourages them to bed down for the night.  Then, when the bright warm sunrise rouses them, and they set about to breaking their fast, they return to the discussion of that island, and the strange lights they had witnessed, of a time forming a wager between them, as to what might be afoot, whereupon they both divest themselves of their boots, and extraneous clothing, and take to the frigid waters, together swimming to the island, with a mind to investigate.

Soon reaching their destination, they wander through the tall-standing forest of oak trees, still arguing with each other in a lighthearted way, typical of friends, of a time coming to find a rectangular stone, a half-pace tall, three-hands thick, it clearly carved by Human hands, what stands at the rough centre of the island, it painted white, and engraved with a series of symbols, strange to their eyes.  “Thought you said no one comes here,” says Soggy, pointing to that out of place stone.

To which, Enos does shrug, and opine, “The Mic Mac didn't make this.”

With a toothless grin, Soggy wryly supposes, “Maybe the ghosts did.”

Spurned on by that discovery, the two men decide to explore the island further, in short order traversing the much of that place, in the course of their goings discovering three more stones, similar to the first, save they bear no engraved markings.  With a mind to continue their search, it is Enos who does soon spot a weathered tackle block, hanging from a nail, upon the limb of a thick oak tree, and moving to that spot, together wondering at the reason for that device's existence, upon an uninhabited island, they see a strange depression in the forest floor, near where that tackle block does hang, it some ten feet wide, and round, sinking an inch or two lower than the surrounding terrain.

With a frown, it is Enos who says, “I think I might know what this be.  If'n you were wanting to lower something into a deep hole you had dug, something heavy like, would you not hang yer block and tackle upon that there tree?”

Soggy, lifting his brows for that idea, the gleam of greed in his dark eyes, smiles, and partially suggests, “We got a shovel, back at the camp...”

In relatively short order do the two men return to their campsite, from there fetching an assortment of tools, a shovel, wooden bucket, and a coil of jute rope, before they then head back to the island, again locating that hanging tackle block, where they begin to dig into that wide depression in the earth, after only a few feet finding a plank of rotting wood, what bears an inscription of strange symbols, made even more unreadable for the damage created by their efforts to retrieve it.  Spurned on by this discovery, the men continue to dig, by mid-morning forming a hole ten feet deep, where their shovels do strike a barrier of oak logs covered in, of all things, a thick mat of compressed coconut fibre.  Their excitement so fuelled, Enos and Soggy work at length to lift away enough of those logs, such that they may continue to dig, after another ten feet finding a second oaken barrier, in likeness of the first, which only encourages them more.  By the time the Sun sinks to touch the horizon, they manage to delve another ten feet, where their shovels thud against yet another barrier of oaken logs, even as water begins to seep in the the hole they've dug, from its side.  With effort managing to lift away a portion of that third barrier, they continue to dig through the mud, removing one bucket of water for every two of dirt, and quickly does their shovel clank against stone.  In the fast-fading light of day, satisfied they had come upon the treasure they seek, they decide to call it a night, their work-weary muscles making slow-going of their swim back to the mainland shore, where they rekindle the campfire, and eat a meal of roasted rabbit, before sleep.

At first light do they rise, excitedly returning to the island, where they find the pit they had dug completely flooded with water...
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Chapter: Prelude Five
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~ The Brotherhood of the Snake ~

One month later, in the figurative heart of Turtle Island, a group of about fifteen hundred islands resides in the upper St. Lawrence River.  Collectively bearing the misnomer, the 'Thousand Islands', some of those landmasses are remarkably small, only a few paces long and wide, while others are decidedly larger, oft used by the original inhabitants as fishing, foraging, and hunting grounds.  Of them all, one is known simply as 'Deer Island', upon which a fort like building stands, only two storeys tall, and made of stone, that strangely bears no visible doors or windows.  Within, a group of men do gather in a large, high-ceiling chamber of grey and white marble, decorated only with a thirteen-sided table of polished oak, lit by a single chandelier, while one wall bears the word 'War', carved in pace-tall letters.  Each of those men sit wearing black, hooded robes, and face masks of lacquered wood, what bear dissimilar symbols above the eyes, as to obfuscate their identities from each other, though their roles in the world are clearly known.

“Fight do we, each other,” says one at that table, “so as to hide our allegiance.  Gather do we, the thirteen Sects, to plot our control over this world.  Keep hidden do we, the Brotherhood of the Snake, the existence of the gods, so the hearts and minds of Man know only our reign.  Where now, does our scheme take the world; how do the years unfold, before us?”

To which, another at the table does reply, “Grim Wolf Sect aims to separate the Church from the affairs of the State, in the New World.  Aside from the obvious, this will allow us to do away with the concept of 'just' economic practices; the moral limits applied on profit-making, and usury.”

Upon a beat, another mask-wearing man says, “Horned Skull Sect endeavours to plot the emancipation of the slave races, and to engineer the equality of women.  Together, this will more than double the size of the labour force, to be put to work in the factories.  The elimination of home and handicrafts shall force the young from their rural cottages, centralizing them into the low pay, high cost life of cities.”

As many about the table do nod for those words, a fourth fellow then adds, “Vile Jester Sect works to control the supply of lumber, coal, and the black oil, contained within the New World.  No man shall cook his food, nor heat his home, without our providing hand.”

“Onyx Raven Sect,” speaks another, “moves to use the new science as a fulcrum and lever, with which we shall remove the Mystic Arts from this world.  Every belief the Commons hold, every myth, and legend, shall become viewed as no more than tales told to amuse children; only that which our scholars declare as truth shall be true.”

Again do the thirteen nod for that statement, whereupon yet another man chimes in, to say, “Chattering Jackal Sect seeks to twist the application of advertisement, of goods and services.  Need shall become the lesser motive for purchases the Commons make, such that shame can take the greater place in their thinking.  They will buy what they do not need, no matter what it may be; they will spend without aforethought, in order to save face...”
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