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      My dear friend Cranaus. When this letter reaches you, I will be long dead.

      You are king, now, of the most prosperous city in Greece; a bastion of progress, welfare and freedom unrivalled in the entire world.

      Believe me, it cost dearly to keep it this way.

      The crown carries the burden of knowledge, and this knowledge must be wielded like a sword to protect the safety of our citizens.

      I am writing this letter to give you some of that knowledge.

      The story you are about to read is not reported in the old archives. You will not find it in the royal library, nor in the Treasury of Wisdom in Delphi. The gods themselves do not know the full extent.

      Only one of them knows.

      This is the story of how the city of Athens avoided destruction.

      Now, it is upon you to keep it safe from doom.
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            TO BE A KING

          

        

      

    

    
      It is important, when deceiving a god, to have no fear of the consequences.

      I have never thought of myself as a brave king. Surely, I am not the smartest or the wisest. I am not a warrior, nor a philosopher, nor a hero. I am a simple man who has been entrusted by necessity with the safety of his fellow countrymen, and fits the role as best he can.

      People call me ‘king’ because of the gold diadem that sits on my head. They bow before me out of respect for my station, for fear of what I might do to them if they displease me. The truth is, my friend, that I am just a naked man in the eyes of destiny.

      Formalities, ceremonials and birthrights do not help rule a nation with justice. Only foresight and self-sacrifice can.

      Let me ask you this question: What does it mean to be a king? What are the qualities he inspires in those who he rules? These are questions every sovereign must ask himself before rising in the morning and after the grave silence of the night falls—when the world is still and everyone surrenders to the embrace of Morpheus.

      This is what I know: A king is a servant. He does not rule by command; he rules by example. He does not ask his citizens for things he would not do himself. He looks his people in the eyes and asks, “How can I be of service, today?”

      I never had parents. Not because they abandoned me, not because they died before I was old enough to hold their memories. They simply never existed. I did not have the luxury of being raised by a mother and a father.

      I was born from the earth, brought forth by powers more ancient than the Olympians themselves. Many have called me the ‘Plant-King’ or the ‘Spit of the Earth’. I don’t blame them for these names. People fear what they don’t understand, and my coming to the world is as inexplicable as the movement of the stars.

      You know well, Cranaus, that the prodigy of my birth is called autochthoneada, ‘born from the earth’. Autochthonous beings are mortals who sprang from the soil, trees and rocks. They eternally belong to the land that gave birth to them. A bond as ancient as the foundation of the world links the being of earth to the land that made him.

      Therefore, the closest I ever had to a father and a mother was the country that birthed me. To me, this land we now call Athens, and the people living in it, are the closest thing to a family I will ever have.

      This sets me apart from most of the kings who have been and who ever will be. I would do anything to protect the safety of my country and citizens because they are, in the deepest meaning of the words, my brother and sister, son and daughter, father and mother.

      A king must serve the good of his citizens and his country before his own needs. I held this conviction always, in the fifty years of my ruling. I let it guide my every action.

      Never forget this as you continue reading.
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            TALES FROM AFAR

          

        

      

    

    
      The city you now know as Athens was called Actica before I became its king. Actica was little more than a few hundreds makeshift buildings on a rocky hill. When I say ‘buildings’ I mean houses made of dried mud and rotten wood barely able to withstand heavy rain. Most of the people strolled around half-naked alongside pigs and chickens and goats, trading animal skins for cracked pottery, drinking sour wine and eating scraps of food picked from the dusty street or stolen in the market—whatever they could find daily. I say this with no ill intent, but the truth is that before my time, Actica was a small kingdom roamed by sheep, thugs and whores.

      The ruler who preceded me, King Actaeus, was a good man but a poor leader. He did not know how to care for his citizens. He never learned the art of assembling, marshalling and driving the community he led toward the common goal of prosperity. He gave himself to games of dice and betting, and liked to display his skill as a gambler.

      It wasn’t malice; I am sure. It was merely ignorance at its truest core, which spiralled into negligence.

      If you forget the best iron sword outside and let the elements work on it for a while, it will rust. This happened to Actica. It became rusty, and King Actaeus knew it.

      I will always remember the words he uttered with his final, dying breath. “The earth has delivered you to Actica to cleanse my mistakes, Cecrops,” he said with shame in his voice. “Do not repeat them.”

      I vowed I would not. On that day, I swore I would do anything to best serve my country and my citizens. My first official act was to rename the city ‘Cecropia’ to mark a new beginning.

      In the next years, I began the long, hard process of writing a new chapter in the history of our city. I enacted several reforms designed to strengthen our society and foster the economy.

      I introduced marriage among the promiscuous population, which was prone to lie with anyone, disrespectful of the gods and the teaching of our ancestors. I divided the region into twelve communities to organize labour and to simplify bureaucracy; I ordered the people to build altars and statues to protect us from the wrath of the gods, and I hired skilled sea masters from Rhodes and Heraklion, using their knowledge to build a new port and to teach our subjects the art of navigation and the trade of commerce. I also founded the Areopagus, giving the citizens of Cecropia a governing council to judge and to be judged in fairness among our peers.

      Reading and writing were also unknown, esoteric arts for most of the people living in our land. I hired teachers and scholars from across the region to correct this deficiency. A person who cannot read and write is not a person, but a shell of meat propelled by animal
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