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      The Eschaton Cycle is a dark fantasy adventure series inspired by numerous myths and legends. Each sub-cycle within the series represents an Era of time, bookended by cyclical apocalypses. Every cycle has its own flavour, but intermeshes with the others in a tapestry.

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:

        https://www.worldanvil.com/w/eschaton-cycle/
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            THE WHISPER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It starts with a whisper, a haunting intimation of a World askew. That we are, in the end, caught in a death spiral, time nearly played out, whilst entropy tugs ever harder upon the Wheel of Fate.

      

        

      
        Looking now into the dying embers, we at last apprehend Truth, and in it the revelation that the vaunted tales of old were not what we thought … And neither, in fact, were we.

      

        

      
        For if we have lived before, might not all we’ve dreamt be but our souls’ memories of Worlds become dust …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “No man will hurl me down to Death, against my fate.

        And fate? No one alive has ever escaped it,

        neither brave man nor coward.”

        —Homer, The Iliad
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        Asura Era, Silver Age

      

      

      

      On the outskirts of Kosala rose a verdant mountain, from the peak of which Matarśivan could make out the spires of the great city. By now, Rama would have returned with his rescued bride and slain Ravana. That his people worshipped the Adityas as gods, that Rama himself bore their blood, seemed momentous, yes, but far less so than that for which he had summoned the Circle.

      The others flew in, singly or in pairs, joining him upon the stone landing. When they had left their homeland, they had come here, chosen this place for such councils, and built an open-air platform ringed with benches. Here, they had debated the course of the World. Here, upon the seat where Matarśivan now sat, head in his hand, they argued over what action to take when the war between Adityas and Danavas had ravaged those left in their care.

      That conflict had ended the first great Age of the World and it had seemed there was no going back. Now, the Danavas—Men called them Asuras, now—had retreated to the fringes, though their curse had transformed no few of the Adityas into monsters, as well.

      And the Dodecadic Circle debated, wondered if they did enough. The Men and Adityas in this land called them Rishi—sages—and trusted them for guidance, even if they did not always listen. It was the nature of Man to heed only advice which affirmed their desires, he found.

      Today he must give the Circle new cause for debate, and he could not gauge which way it would go. This day, beneath the merciless sun of Kosala, he must ask them to question the precepts that had guided them for nigh four millennia.

      Matarśivan had seen Men break when forced to question ideals held long enough. He’d seen them lie to themselves rather than admit a belief they had clung to might have led them astray. He’d witnessed, time and again, how such things became a part of a Man’s identity, such that one could not sever the Man from the belief without rending him in twain. And, in the end, even the Watchers were still Men.

      But what alternative lay before him? Was he to allow them to continue their ignorance? Was he to let them mire in the misapprehensions—the lies—that had so long steered their courses? And what if he was wrong?

      Oh, he was not so arrogant as to deny that possibility. Maybe it was he who had faltered, had been misled by the wild, dread apparitions that plagued his mind now most every day. A millennium and a half he’d searched, investigated, and sought proof … But found naught conclusive. Just more doubts, more questions, more fear: what if all of it was lies, torments brought upon himself by his fears and failing sanity?

      He dared not ask Agni, both for fear of revealing his doubts, and for fear of the Archon’s reaction if the worst was true.

      Aditi settled down beside him, her face a mask of concern. She alone among them would have any idea of the depth of his worries, though he had not shared the whole of them. Far from it. The others … well, he had, in fact, curtailed some of his investigations rather than risk drawing their ire or attention before he was certain.

      But these were his brethren, his allies from the dawn of history. If he could not count upon them, to whom should he turn? If they were deceived, he owed it to them to show them the Truth, no matter how it haunted. How it cut, even to their piths.

      When the others had settled around him, Narada rose, arms folded across his chest. “Well, Matarśivan? Why are we here? Another Age is ending, we can see that, and a great many things require attending to.”

      Danu, behind him, glowered at each of them as if all that had befallen her descendants was their fault. As if the Rishi bore responsibility for the slaughter and defeat. As if the curse the Danavas had laid upon half the Adityas was not punishment enough.

      Matarśivan, too, rose, taking in his fellow Watchers one by one. Introspective Mitra, face unreadable as he watched Matarśivan. Unflappable Atri, who would stay whatever course the others agreed upon but so rarely lent his voice to the debate. And, of course, Arundhati, wise and steady, and so obviously wracked by curiosity as to his purpose. Matarśivan loved them each, in his way, though none more than Aditi.

      And he was about to shatter their World. To shake the foundations upon which they had stood and leave them unsteady and uncertain of everything, most of all themselves.

      Twice, he opened his mouth, then shut it in aphonic stupor. If he demurred now, if he turned away, they might enjoy centuries more in blissful ignorance. But would they all later pay a price for his reticence? And did the Truth itself not demand revelation?

      Forcing his hands to stillness at his side, he focused upon only one of them. Kratu, who, of any beyond Aditi, might prove most inclined to listen. “For some time, I have seen things before they happen. My mind reveals visions, sometimes far distant ones, sometimes events that will soon unfold. But thus far, naught I have beheld, not a single vision, can I say is patently false.”

      Latsatian, to Kratu’s left, leant forward. “Do you intimate the Archons have given you a new gift?”

      Oh, that seemed unlikely. “Perhaps. Perhaps it is some new manifestation of Prana you will all develop in time.” Though, so long had passed, his hope of that had dwindled. Whatever had happened to him didn’t seem about to spread to the others. “Either way, I am convinced I have gained some ability to apprehend greater Truth.”

      Vinata snorted. “Beyond what we all see in the Roil, you mean? We are to believe that the Archons—or whoever—chose you alone to reveal this aspect of Truth to, trusting we should take your word for it? Does that not bespeak hubris, Matarśivan? If our gods wished us to know something, they could simply reveal it to all of us.”

      Indeed, there was hubris in thinking he alone knew the Truth. Matarśivan found it hard to avoid fidgeting. He, a four-thousand-year-old immortal, wriggling before his peers at having to tell them that which they would not relish hearing. “What if they do not wish us to know?”

      At that, the others exchanged looks, and Atri and Yami leant together, falling into whispers he could not make out.

      “You tread upon the banks of blasphemy,” Vinata spat at him, though Mitra laid a restraining hand upon her arm.

      Oh, he would more than tread upon blasphemy. He would dance all over it and demand they do the same. Almost, he could feel the gods’ wrathful gazes settling upon him to even think it. “I have foreseen a future bleak beyond imagining, but one that seems inevitable if what I have begun to fear should prove real. I have seen the end of the World.” Or several endings, though he could make little sense of that. “There is … something that I … fear feasts upon the Wheel of Life itself.”

      Now, all of his fellow Watchers had risen to their feet. Some gaped at him, while Yami took a threatening step forward. “You imply the Archons remain oblivious to such an abomination.”

      “I doubt … they could remain unaware.” The word complicity stuck in his throat. It choked him. Their gods abetted whatever eldritch power seemed to lurk in the darkness beyond the cosmos. They allowed its obscene gorging. That was the only explanation he could see. “I … believe they have used us to foster great civilisations in order to pit them against one another. That they wished for war and death and chaos as a means of keeping spinning the Wheel of Life, to feed the Darkness upon a feast of souls.”

      “Blasphemy!” Yami roared at him.

      Before he could prepare himself, a beat of her black wings hurled her at him. Her fingers grasped his throat and bore him down into a heap.

      His head smacked hard against stone and white haze filled his vision. All sound and sight blurred.

      He flailed, trying to dislodge the Watcher, but without breath could not begin to grasp his Prana to flood into his limbs.

      Then she was gone and his senses came seeping back in.

      Screaming, cries. The scent of blood.

      Yami’s head was broken open upon one of the stone benches. The grey of her brains had splattered the area, and Aditi stood over her corpse wailing.

      Gasping, Matarśivan struggled to gain his feet but only managed his knees.

      All of them, the whole of the Dodecadic Circle it seemed, was screaming. What had he done? What had he done?

      As he worked to rise, Atri leapt over his head, his descending fist slamming into Aditi. And then they were caught in melee and chaos and raining blows.

      “Flee!” Aditi shrieked at him. “Matarśivan, flee⁠—”

      Her last words before falling, broken as Atri’s fist caved in her throat. Before Vinata rent her wings.

      Before his beloved, precious, darling Aditi hit the ground, dead.
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      If we take it as true that the future is woven for us by the Moirai, that we cannot escape the grasp of Ananke, a question rises ever to our minds: Are we, in fact, culpable for our actions? For thoughts and deeds and feelings born not of ourselves, but predicated upon an endless chain of causes stretching back to the beginning of time? Am I then naught save the sum of infinite moments that compounded to create an illusion of me?

      — Urania, Analects of the Muses
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        754 Bronze Age

      

      

      

      The collapsing bubble of the Box deposited Pandora within the confines of an alley, her appearance sending a nearby colony of rats scrambling away from piled refuse with annoyed chitters. Blinking away the disorientation—and damn glad she’d not appeared in the midst of the rats—Pandora rose, steadying herself against the alley wall. In one hand she held the Box. Beautiful, hateful, tormenting, and oh so precious, this vessel into which she had poured all the hopes of changing Fate.

      To hold it once more, years after having lost it, felt akin to regaining the use of a lost limb. An impossible boon, a surging relief that threatened to have her heart bursting in elation she could scarce believe, much less put into words. But beneath all that joy—tears welled from it—was fear, too, for she looked at this Box just as the Gnostic Cabal had looked upon their Time Chambers, infusing it with desperate hopes of escaping the ouroboros.

      The Cabal had, so far as Pandora knew, failed. Vorsanos had become Kronos, Kronos had fled through time, and, in the end, Kala had slain him in the distant, snow-blighted future Hekate would create. Neither seeing the future in the Oracle Mirrors nor timewalking using the Chambers had allowed the Cabalist to change aught. Fate had stalked him through the halls of time, cornered him, and claimed him.

      That knowledge struck like a fist to her gut. It tried to blast the hope from her lungs and leave her resigned, giving in to the fatalistic ennui that always lurked in the shadows of her doubting soul. But Pandora had sworn to Nemesis—Athene!—that she would never stop fighting, and it was more than an oath; it was an assertion of the greater truth of her soul.

      She stared at the Box, its metal cool in her hand. It dared her to use it, to strive once more, to fight against the constricting coils of that ouroboros. To try, always at least one more time, to find the way toward true freedom of will. With a sigh, she tucked the device into her satchel and strode forth, into whatever polis she now found herself in.

      The place was foreign to her and, given that twilight had most shopkeepers already packed up for the eve, it took her longer than she might have liked to identify her surroundings. It was not as if she could walk up to a passerby and inquire as to what city she was in, though the mental image of their expressions at such a question did bring a smile to her lips. Mostlike, she’d find herself named a madwoman and locked up or thrown outside the city for fear her condition might prove catching.

      Instead, she strolled the breezeways until she caught enough snippets of conversation to recognise the local tongue as Phrygian. The only city of this size in Phrygia was Ilium, the place Artemis had claimed to have last seen Pandora before their fateful encounter in Babilim. The thought of Artemis had Pandora’s chest clenching in its familiar tightness. Even her eye was twitching. How had Pandora allowed their friendship to flounder thus? Why had she not been able to do more to avert the conflict she had foreseen coming betwixt them? Every step she had taken had seemed, at the time, so needful.

      But then, that was what Ananke meant, after all: necessity. Things happened as they must, based upon causal chains. Even this moment, even her regrets and self-recriminations now, were predicated upon events in her past that led to the pattern of her thoughts, to the movements of her soul. How was Pandora to hope to overcome a fundamental law of the universe, to deny causality itself?

      If she was to have a chance, any chance at all, it must lie in the absolute mastery of the Box. Every time she had used this thing, her control had improved. Maybe, given enough knowledge and pratice, given a clever enough means to outwit the Moirai, she could find a way to save the future without unmaking the past. Such were her musings as she came to stare up at the walls surrounding the royal citadel of Ilium.

      Beneath the citadel lay the lower city, where she had appeared, a place thick with tenements and workshops, with markets where the real people of this land plied their trades and hoped to peddle enough goods to return home with food for their families. And above all of them rose this towering edifice of kings, almost a literal mountain looking down on them the way Olympus soared over Elládos. Pandora wondered if the king here, whoever it was in these days, was better than the rulers of other lands.

      Either way, if she was to find Artemis, assuming she had reached the correct time, she would need to head within the palace. Perhaps the citadel guards would have taken in her Heliad eyes, assumed her a Nymph, and admitted her despite her dirty, battle-stained clothes and dishevelled appearance. Perhaps they would even believe if she named herself as Nike. Or she might admit herself to the palace and thus test how fine her control with this Box had become.

      For a time, Pandora walked the wall’s periphery, judging the distance to the terrace far above. A few citizens and at least one guard seemed to take note of the strange woman examining the wall, but she paid them little mind as she performed a few trigonometric calculations in her head. Thus far, the Box had never caused her to appear in immediate danger, so perhaps Prometheus had installed some sort of safety feature that ensured she could not transport herself inside a solid object, or appear in midair, or under the sea, or any such fatal situation. Still, she thought it best to remain as precise as possible; why even take the chance of missing the terrace?

      When she had checked her calculations twice, she removed the Box and began twisting the gears and panels. In Vulgeth, Amirani had told her the Time Chambers moved one through both time and space, and that, in fact, they had to move one through space to function. But the Box was a more subtle tool, a masterpiece predicated upon its creation, as Prometheus had used his experience examining the Box to later create it in the first place. So perhaps, with care, Pandora could move herself through space without any meaningful shift in time. Or, if she did move through time, then let her move by but a few heartbeats, so as to make no difference to her ends.

      “You there!” someone cried from behind her, and she turned to see a guardsman headed her way, a wary look on his face. “It’s rather late for a woman to be out alone.”

      Pandora favoured the man with a smirk. “Oh, but alone I’ve braved the sea of time, and survived the thrashing of its wild waves. Alone, I have walked through dark spaces others fear to even name in whispers.” When the guard faltered, gawping at her, Pandora winked, and activated the Box.

      The bubble of light rose up, engulfing her, making her ears pop. Next she knew, the World had shifted, and she was kneeling upon the terrace, a magnificent view of the stars spread out before her. She tried to stand, but a second wave of vertigo drove her back to her knees and forced her to remain there until, at last, her vision ceased to swim. That was odd …

      As she rose once more, a servant sweeping the area around the balcony stumbled back, mumbling. “Forgive me, lady. I did not know anyone was up here.” The man seemed afraid to even raise his head. Were most aristoi in this place such oafish brutes as to castigate a servant for doing his assigned tasks?

      Pandora strode to the man’s side and gently touched his elbow. “I am seeking for the Olympian, Artemis. Is she here?”

      The man swallowed hard but nodded and scampered off, with mumbled obeisance Pandora had not sought.

      With a sigh, she turned and made her way to the edge of a battlement. Leaning against it, she gazed up at the moon. Was that Thoth himself—itself?—the Elder God? Prometheus had told her the Elders Gods, once called Archons, had commanded the Watchers. Now, she could not shake the sense the moon itself watched her, and its regard, imagined or not, made her feel like a scrambling insect underfoot, allowed to exist only by the indifference of giants.

      She and Prometheus had found precious little time to speak of such things on Mu, more was the pity, given he had at long last begun to offer real answers to her questions. Perhaps he had judged she had journeyed far enough, learnt enough, to handle the truths he must unveil to her. His awful Ontos; that knowledge that had shaken a Watcher, born at the dawn of time, to his core.

      She heard someone running toward her, and when she turned, Artemis skidded to a stop several feet away. “Did Zeus send you here for me?”

      Pandora could have sworn she’d had almost the same conversation with the woman in Babilim. And the thought of that, of how it had ended, it once more had that ache in her chest throbbing. Something between a cry and a chortle escaped her, for she could not say for certain whether elation or deepest of sorrows should have come from this moment. She was afraid, was terrified, this would prove the last time she would see Artemis on friendly terms. The thought of that sent a fire more intense than even the Phoenix burning through her core. Before she knew what she was doing, she’d strode forward and flung her arms around Artemis. Even as she did so, she recalled that was how Artemis had greeted her in Babilim, before Pandora had tried to kill her emperor.

      “Gods, Artemis,” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry for everything … what happened or will … f-for the mistakes I’ve made. I want us only to be friends, always …”

      Artemis pushed her back to look into her face, plainly bemused. “What are you on about?”

      All Pandora could do then was laugh and wipe her eyes. “You know, I, uh, I missed you.”

      Artemis half smiled, seeming almost shy at the admission. “And I you.” She hesitated. “So you no longer serve Zeus.”

      Pandora looked hard at the woman. “I never served Zeus. I fought alongside him during the Titanomachy because Ananke wove it so.”

      “And the Gigantomachy.”

      Pandora nodded. “A means to secure release for Prometheus, only. I had no desire to see Zeus’s benighted order endure a day longer than it must. And you? By your question and presence outside the sphere of Olympus, I take it you have broken with the Olympian Order?”

      Artemis chewed on her lip. “A great war impends between those who yet serve the corrupt kingdom of Olympus and those who would see Man freed of Zeus’s yoke.” Pandora almost sighed. Much though she loathed Zeus, Mithra would prove an even greater threat to Mankind. And Artemis was going to serve the god-king unless Pandora somehow changed the future. “Stand by me in this war, Nike, that we may rectify the mistakes of the past.”

      She shook her head. “Would that I could. Maybe, one day …” She shut her eyes against the future she knew was coming, held them closed before fitting Artemis with her gaze once more. “I have other, more pressing ends I must attend to first, Artemis. Do you know aught of the Unseen Order?”

      “No, I’ve never heard such a name.”

      Not yet, then. “Well, it was worth asking.”

      The Phoebid shrugged. “You spoke of Prometheus. He is here, in fact, and I think he will be glad to see you.”

      Pandora’s heart leapt; Artemis’s words almost too welcome to give credence to. Had the Moirai, at long last, deigned to offer her a helping hand? Artemis beckoned her to follow, and Pandora did so, almost giddy.
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      When Artemis escorted Pandora to Prometheus she found him, not alone, but rather with a teenage girl, sitting in a garden, practicing meditation. The child, auburn haired and fierce aspected, reminded her enough of him she thought they might be kin. Prometheus’s eyes opened as she drew nigh, though Pandora thought her sandals soundless upon the damp summer grasses, and a vibrant smile lit her lover’s face, his gaze seeming almost lucent blue.

      “Kassandra,” he said, and the girl started, then turned to look at Pandora. “This is my beloved, Nike.” Because, of course, Prometheus realised Artemis knew her by that name.

      The Phoebid patted Pandora’s shoulder and left her to her reunion, calling for the girl to follow and leave Pandora alone with Prometheus.

      “She’s not your daughter, is she?” Pandora knew jealousy was such a petty emotion, but the words burst from her before she could stifle them. While Pandora flitted about through the timeline, oft passing fortnights or longer without seeing her lover, for him it could be centuries. Would it not be unfair of her to expect him to touch no other woman in all the vast span of history?

      Prometheus’s wry smile told her he had well-judged Pandora’s thoughts, his amusement at them all the more infuriating. “She is not my daughter,” he said, rising, and coming to stand beside Pandora. He took her elbows in his hands and squeezed. “Kirke wrote to me and asked me to offer what guidance I could for a young Oracle who cannot control her abilities.”

      Pandora embraced her lover and held him close, wanting the reassurance he was really with her more than aught else at the moment. When at last they broke away, she looked at him. “Kirke remains exiled upon Aiaíā?” When he nodded, Pandora sighed. At some point, she ought to arrange to visit her granddaughter there. For now, she didn’t even know if the current year was before or after she had encountered Kirke in Themiskyra, either in absolute time or in reference to Kirke’s point of view. “When am I?” she asked after casting a look around to make certain no one was in earshot.

      Prometheus frowned. “The late Bronze Age, during the rule of King Priam.”

      Pandora nodded, mind whirring. Marduk had spoken of a great war in Priam’s lifetime, fought between Ilium and Elládos. For the nonce, the city she saw looked to be one at peace, so Pandora assumed that had not yet unfolded. “I think we must speak alone.”

      “The king has granted me private chambers.”

      Pandora nodded.
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      Pandora had not, on asking for privacy, originally intended her first action to be yanking her clothes off with such fervour the seams tore. Yet the moment the door was shut and she and Prometheus were alone, her body took on a mind of its own, the fiery blaze of the Phoenix in her breast demanding she embrace life. Only when they lay twice sated, entangled in one another’s arms before the hearth, could she summon the presence of mind to give voice to the myriad questions that haunted her.

      One, the worst, she feared to ask and yet saw no choice, much though she dreaded the answer. “You … you are a servant of the Moirai.”

      Prometheus pushed himself up on his elbows so he could look at her. The firelight cast a golden glow upon his skin even as it glinted off his sapphire eyes. Eyes almost identical to the ones Athene possessed when she revealed herself as Nemesis. Was that colour a sign of the pact made betwixt the Moirai and their avatars? “A long, long time ago, I had to make a choice. Even as you so desperately seek the answers, so too did I. In exchange for the Ontos, I made a pact to serve as a guardian of history.”

      “Like Nemesis.”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “The gifts they gave her are different, and I think, so far as chronology even applies to them, they chose her later. Perhaps they found me less pliant of a servant than they had wished, though I, in my way, do uphold their Tapestry.”

      She could not shake the sense something lay unspoken, upon the tip of his tongue, words he refused to give voice. “How is that different than the ideology of the Unseen Order? Are you one of them? Your former Watcher brother, Mithra, leads their Order, Prometheus. Mithra or Enki or whatever name he calls himself at present. It was he who brought me back to Ogygia, the day Zeus threw you into Tartarus, and now I am given to think he knew what I would find in your workshop, back then. So tell me now, are you working with them?”

      “No.”

      Now she rose to sit before him, legs folded beneath herself, all the pent-up frustration rising to the surface until it felt apt to burst forth like the Phoenix’s flames. “Yet you espouse the same goals as them!”

      “Insofar as we both agree history must unfold, yes. I hold not entirely with them, nor with the Gnostic Cabal, and yet I am bound with some kinship to both. The Watchers, the Dodecadic Circle, we were torn apart, Pandora, but it did not sever bonds forged from millennia of common experience. Even if pain and recrimination transform such a bond from love into loathing, still it remains the strongest of emotions, and noways pure. It is possible, even and especially at such times, to hold the ashes of love and the fires of hatred in one’s hands at the same time. Who but those closest to us could ever engender such passions?”

      And he was left caught in a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. “In Mu, you called Nemesis as Vinata, but I saw her later, and she was … our granddaughter, Athene. Conscripted to serve the Order.”

      Prometheus now rose, mirroring Pandora’s position, pain creasing his face before he pushed it away. The Watchers, she knew, had a frightful ability to mask their emotions, to retain a preternatural calm that only rarely cracked to reveal humanity beneath. “Athene …”

      “Have we so failed as parents, as grandparents, that our daughter will become a plague upon Gaia, that our granddaughter should fall into the service of the Unseen Order? On Mu I heard some insanity about Hekate binding an Elder God? What utter madness has our family unleashed upon the Earth?”

      Prometheus let his head fall into his palms, leaving her to wonder how many of these revelations were news to him. He was stricken with shock, that much was plain, a shuddering breath tore out from him, until she couldn’t stop herself from reaching across the space between them and placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. Yes, because in times of greatest strain, even his mask would crack. Her lover looked up at her touch, blinking away tears. “I tried everything I could imagine to change Fate, even before I bound myself to it. And on learning of the awful end, I tried means further still to save her. But if there is any play that might shift the course of Fate, it must needs prove a subtle one.”

      Pandora swallowed, withdrawing her hand. So he had failed to save Pyrrha from herself, though he had tried. All of this unfolded in service to his greater goal, she had no doubt, but she could not see the end of the path they were on. Or rather, she could not see it end in aught save blood and pain, and oceans of regret vast as the span of history. “Your plan somehow involves the Destroyer, of that I am almost certain, though I lack too many details.” He opened his mouth, but she raised a hand to forestall his objections. “No, I know you fear to speak some things aloud, lest other servants of your mistresses uncover the depths of your gambit. But tell me, how can you place hope in a source of carnage?” Pandora grimaced. “Herakles? Is that the sort of man you think can save us?”

      He shook his head. “Herakles was not the Destroyer, but rather an incarnation of the Destroyer’s soul. That soul might be born in the interim, prior to the need for an Eschaton.”

      Pandora huffed. “Either way, the man killed his own children. He brutally assaulted Priam’s father, Laomedon. Inside his breast is a boiling cauldron ready to overflow at the slightest provocation. Truly, if he is not the Destroyer, still he earned the title.” Her lover looked to the hearth, staring in the flames for so long Pandora began to suspect he looked there for pyromantic insights about what she had said. Then something else sparked in her mind. “Herakles was not the Destroyer?”

      Prometheus looked back to her, not masking the sadness in him. “He died, more than a decade ago, and his death set in motion events beyond control and, in some cases, even beyond my ability to predict in the deepest of probability trances. I can say he will be born again and, mostlike, die again well before his actual incarnation as the Destroyer becomes needful. As to the rest, his abilities, in large part, are psychic ones. He unconsciously calls upon the skills and memories of his past lives, warriors all. In times of great danger, such memories rush to the forefront and turn him⁠—”

      “Into a weapon,” Pandora finished for him. “You made a weapon out of a man. And that weapon turned itself upon his children. The moral imprecations of using a person thus aside, what use is a tool without control?”

      Again he shut his eyes. “Long did I muse over the question of why that happened, for never in all his prior incarnations did such a thing occur.”

      “You said that nature was only supposed to arise in him if his life was in danger.” Pandora knew her tone was accusing, but the years of secrets and half-truths had left a bitterness in her she had not, until this moment, realised ran quite so deep. Or maybe that anguish in her breast was the ache left by the ruination of their daughter’s life. “Are we to believe his wife and children threatened him with mortal peril?”

      Prometheus raised a finger in acknowledgment. “If we discount such an absurd occurrence, we are left with two possibilities. One, the Destroyer’s soul has endured so much over its numerous incarnations it has begun to arise when unneeded. Or …”

      Pandora huffed. “Or an external stimulus drove him to it.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Fine. Fine. Suppose I take it as given the Destroyer is needful to keep the World balanced, or to fulfil your greater plan, whatever that might be. Still, I’m left to ask where that leaves us. I admit I’m not well disposed toward the Gnostic Cabal considering they held me in a dark cell for years, but I at least share their goal of breaking the Wheel of Fate. And you, my love, remain a sworn servant of the Fates. Your mission seems far more in line with the Unseen Order than the Cabal.”

      He looked again to the fire. “You do not understand. If, upon seeing both sides of a coin, you find neither side tolerable, you are left to strive after a third alternative, one which no one else could even conceive of.”

      “Refuse the coin entirely.” Some middle ground by which he could both uphold and, at the same time, subvert Fate? Was that even possible? It would be the longest con in all history, then, for it must needs stretch from the dawn of time to the moment of its culmination. Pandora swallowed as some semblance of Prometheus’s gambit began to take shape in her mind. He could not speak it aloud, no, but she saw it, nonetheless, an incipient apparition taunting her with its scope. He would follow through with Fate until such a nexus moment as he might change its course. All the air blew out of her, and Pandora settled back down, defeated. How was she to come up with a better plan than one which he had spent tens of thousands of years perfecting? His machinations reached across the entire ambit of time, all toward his most desperate of ends.

      Part of her, a vast part, thought her role must then be to aid him in whatever way she might do so. He was, on a scale beyond aught she had ever imagined or attempted, trying to save the future, to save Mankind, to save everyone, no matter the cost to himself. He had endured millennia of pain and loneliness, on a chance, however slim, of averting whatever terrible future he had foreseen. She started to reach for his hand, to grasp it and show her support for the war he fought on behalf of them all.

      But her fingers dropped and she could not close the distance. “I know you have your mission, my love. But I have mine, as well. At present, that comes to tearing down the Unseen Order and stopping the Deluge the Queens of Mu will unleash because of Mithra.”

      “If such is the Eschaton, you cannot stop it.”

      Heat rose in her breast at his dismissal of her deepest need. “Then I will use my last breath trying!”

      Slowly, Prometheus nodded. “Of course you will, love. It’s who you are, and I adore your tenacity.” He paused, glancing once more to the fire. “Look to the Anunnaki.” Pandora frowned. They were the greatest Titan bloodline of Kumari Kandam, she thought, though she’d read little more of them. “I’ve reason to believe the Order connected to their line. Beyond that, so far as I know, three of the Watchers joined the Unseen Order. Mitra—now Mithra—you know, who was Enki, one of the Anunnaki patriarchs, not unlike Kronos in that way. Vinata, once Mitra’s lover, became Nemesis, perhaps at his behest. Atri, now called Sraosha, guards the bridges of the Underworld, and I should not expect contact between you.” He grimaced. “I have seen a fell vision in which he and I fight, and I have little choice but to slay a brother … I do not look forward to such a day.” He patted her knee. “That is all the aid I can give at this point.”

      And more than she had expected. She closed her hand over his, still upon her knee. “I shan’t give up on Pyrrha, either.”

      “Nor I, though I saw her die, long ago, and I never found a way to change it.”

      His words carved a fresh wound into Pandora’s soul, and she grimaced. So many things wrong with time, and she without a clear path to fix any of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            ARTEMIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        742 Bronze Age

      

      

      
      In the woods north of the polis of Athenai, beneath an almost full moon that no longer pulled at her soul, Artemis watched her apprentice turning a rabbit on a spit. The boy had shot, skinned, and now cooked their supper without her needing to offer the least guidance. That, of course, had left her with the strange admixture of pride and a sense of loss all parents must feel on seeing the children outgrow the need for them, even if the boy was not her blood.

      Hippolytus would be sixteen soon, and already his face had come into its first beard, or at least hints thereof, that he would have called a beard. After Atalanta’s death, Artemis had thought she would never attach herself to another child, but the way the boy had looked to her with that muddle of admiration and need, it had pierced her like the truest of arrows. He’d been so like Artemis’s lost adoptive daughter. So eager to be all the things Artemis was, as if she were a paragon worth emulating.

      And who was she, really? Convinced she could escape the fetters of patriarchal oppression, she’d fought and killed for Zeus. She’d murdered her grandfather to chase a dream of a better society, but like all dreams, in the end, it had become naught save grit stinging her eyes and a bitter memory of almost.

      Now, if Zeus knew Artemis was in Elládos, he’d have come for her. The tyrant king tolerated no question to his authority and in walking away from the mountain, she had bucked his will. Athene had made plain, years back, he expected her return, and she had ignored the woman, though Athene had named her sister then. But Artemis could no longer, would no longer, be a party to the corruption of Olympus. Whether she liked it or not, that meant Athene had set herself up on the opposite side of a brewing conflict.

      Still, for the nonce, Artemis had striven not to bring down Zeus but his wayward bastard, Dionysus. Perhaps that was why the Olympians yet tolerated her rather than hunting her down. Or perhaps her brother, Zeus’s precious Oracle, had bought her time and grace.

      “You’ve scarce said a word all night,” Hippolytus commented, and she realised her apprentice stared not at the spit but at her.

      “Hmm?” Artemis slapped her palms against her knees and huffed another sigh. “The wretch has grown into a new form, and I find him nigh impossible to track.”

      Her apprentice did not need to ask of whom she spoke, for she had told him rather a great deal of Dionysus. She had told him, even, how she had slain his prior incarnation and he had somehow used Ariadne’s body to reincarnate himself as a babe, then risen and spoken to her. Taunted her. Artemis did not know for certain, but she suspected that, though only thirteen years had passed since then, still the new Dionysus had mostlike attained adulthood. With a new face and a new name, he worked in secret, and she could not find him.

      The boy hefted the spit off the flames and set to carving off slices. “You said Athene once offered you alliance against that abomination. Perhaps the offer still stands?”

      Artemis had no idea. Given she spent her time flitting back and forth between here, training Theseus’s son, and scouring Elládos, Phlegra, and the lands beyond for Dionysus, Athene could have located her had the woman wished. Athene was an Oracle herself, if not nigh so strong as Apollon, and could have used her hydromancy to find Artemis, or so Artemis assumed. She had not done so, and Artemis had studiously avoided interaction with other Titans whenever possible. She had just returned from Salon, in far Illyris, and found no trace of her quarry there, either. Was it possible he had fled Kêr-Ys and crossed to Kumari Kandam or even Hy-Brasil? Gaia was vast, and she was, at this point, hunting at random, wandering in the dark and hoping her prey would stumble across her path.

      She accepted a hunk of meat her apprentice offered. “It might.” Or showing her face to the Olympians might earn her orichalcum fetters and Zeus making an example of her. A man who could throw his father into Tartarus had no scruples about casting his wrath in any direction that suited his whims. Like the simians of Hy-Brasil who flung their faeces at those who displeased them, Zeus would happily cake his hands in shit, if only to ensure it splattered on those who vexed him, as well.

      “There’s going to be a second Titanomachy, isn’t there?” Hippolytus asked.

      Artemis started. Were her thoughts so plain even the boy could suss out her fears? The last war had nigh destroyed the World of Man. Had Nike not slain that Tartarian abomination, Artemis could not imagine what carnage would have unfolded. And if pushed to extremes, Zeus was far worse than Kronos had ever been. He could not be allowed to live, and yet, the cost for his downfall could prove earthshaking.

      Part of her had almost toyed with the thought of allowing Dionysus to continue to work toward his father’s undoing. But the avatar of Pan had stripped Artemis of her free will. He had enslaved her, body and mind, for years. He was, in her eyes, as much worse than Zeus as Zeus was than Kronos. A sick chain of ever-increasing madness, where every link must be rent asunder. “Maybe you’re right,” she said at last. She needed aid against Dionysus, which meant she needed to call on another Olympian. The question, she supposed, was who.
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      In the end, the choice was taken from her because her brother arrived by pegasus outside Athenai polis, clearly having known where to find her. For a brief moment she stared at Apollon, a little at a loss after not having laid eyes upon him for years. Her twin spread wide his arms, flashed his irritating love-me-I-am-glorious grin, and waited for her to embrace him. Much though she wanted to cuff him upside the head—stupid, shining Heliad everyone elevated over her by virtue of naught save a cock—Artemis grudgingly stepped into his arms.

      “It’s been long,” she said.

      Apollon snorted. “Did you think I did not keep my eye upon you with every whorl of the clouds?”

      Artemis pulled away and shook her head at the aeromancer. Had Apollon known half of what she had endured at Dionysus’s hands, he’d have been there, arrows flying, she had no doubt. Still, she allowed him his pompous air of wisdom. Let him play the all-knowing Oracle if it suited him. “Then why come to me now, after so many years?”

      “I have located Ares,” he said. The words were drawn out slow, as if of some import. Or pretension.

      Artemis shrugged. Ares was but another sadistic wretch sprouted from Zeus’s loins, true, but in keeping his father busy with his rebellions, he proved a boon to her rather than a hinderance. “I’ve no care for solving this squabble betwixt father and son.”

      “Perhaps not, but Ares has captured Athene. He plans to use her hydromancy to counter the fact Zeus has gained some semblance of the Sight.”

      Artemis’s stomach dropped out from under her. Zeus with the Sight? How in Nyx’s vast darkness had that happened? “Athene won’t help Ares against her father.”

      “No, and when he cannot convince her, I imagine the torture will begin. It is best we do this together, Sister.”

      The import of her brother’s words settled upon her like a comforting hand squeezing her shoulder. Because Apollon was on Artemis’s side—and clearly had been for some time. She did not need to speak it aloud; she was certain the gratitude in her eyes was readily apparent.

      Her brother offered her a small nod. “Ares has a camp in the hills of Phlegra, a half day southwest of Iolkos. If you are swift, you may find Athene there, though the God of War does not tarry overlong in any one place. Perhaps he fears the Oracles serving Zeus would locate him.”

      “As you have.”

      He flashed his idiot grin. He truly thought the sun shone from betwixt his teeth, didn’t he? “Sadly, no, despite our king’s commands, I have not been able to locate his son so far, though my efforts never cease.”

      Artemis glanced past him, to the pegasus. “Give me a moment to see my apprentice off.”

      “Be quick,” Apollon warned. “Best I am not gone long enough for Zeus to suspect you and I have contact.”
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      Artemis sat behind Apollon on his pegasus as they soared across the innumerable Aegean islands and made for Phlegra. No matter how she twisted, he managed to sporadically jam his elbow into her ribs in the name of controlling the mount. His antics made for a long flight, giving her enough time to muse on whether she’d been remiss in not coming to her brother herself for all these years. Had he taken this much time to come around to seeing things her way, or could she have had an ally all along, had she but asked? Apollon forever thought himself better than her, true, but other than that, her twin had never betrayed her in all their millennia-long lives.

      Carrying two across such distances drained even a pegasus, and the moment they spotted the continent, Apollon allowed the animal to land and graze. They both knew it would fly back to Olympus when it was rested. By unspoken accord, they broke into a swift pace, hurrying over the coastal plains and toward the distant hill lands that blanketed so much of Phlegra. This place remained wilder than Elládos, giving it an appeal Artemis could not deny. There were dangers, of course, Gigantes and centaurs prime amongst them, but for someone like Artemis, she felt right at home.

      Soon the land began to slant upward, but Titan stamina kept their progress steady. “Any idea what we’ll find in Ares’s camp?” Artemis asked as she scrambled over a rocky slope, careful of her footing. From the top of a hill she could make out a pass, winding through the valleys, that might mean faster progress. Ever since Apollon had mentioned that Ares might begin torturing Athene, mental images of it kept flashing in her mind. Would he beat her? Cut her? Something more permanent like severing digits? Each such thought brought a fresh wince from her. She’d known Athene as a child, had helped train her. Had loved her as a friend when she was grown. Much though she loathed the woman’s father, the thought of harm befalling Athene felt like razors churning in her gut.

      “Gigantes,” he said. “Like Demeter before him, Ares gathers to him those rejected and cast to the fringes by Zeus’s order. Hungry mouths eager for their share of the land’s bounty, I suppose you could say.”

      “Hungry mouths eager for something worse, if they’re Gigantes,” Artemis retorted. She skidded down the slope, her sandals dislodging a tiny avalanche of scree in the process. At the bottom, in the valley, she glanced back to him and saw him sliding down after her. “Or do you imply you sympathise with their monstrous desires?” Driving Man-eating monsters out of civilised lands was one of the only things Zeus had done Artemis did not despise the king for.

      “No … Filthy, dirty creatures. I only mean to say, Zeus has fomented a fair crop of enemies, so it is not impossible for them to unite against him.”

      The thought of that left a sour taste on her tongue. What bitter desperation it would take to turn to monsters just so one could fight a greater monster? Could she ever take that step? Could she tolerate fighting alongside those Man-eating beasts against which she had fought most of her life?

      “I know what you are thinking,” Apollon chimed when Artemis resumed her trot. Soon, she would need to start hunting for sign of a camp. They must rely on stealth, for if Ares had a small army of Gigantes, a frontal assault would end with her and Apollon in the bellies of those monsters. “But perhaps some crimes are worse even than cannibalism and the insatiable need it engenders in Titans.”

      That brought Artemis up short, and she looked back to him once more. “Some are worse, indeed.” Dionysus was far worse. As was his father. So maybe Apollon had a point after all. Given a long enough life, it was bound to happen eventually.
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      Once Apollon had provided a rough area with aeromantic insight, it had not proved difficult for Artemis to scout out Ares’s camp. The God of War had chosen a ravine where a granite outcropping provided shelter from the elements, creating an almost cave-like recess. The lay of the land meant the camp could not be easily attacked or even detected from above, and to approach from below would mean taking a narrow pass easily held by a pair of Gigantes.

      “We could shoot them,” Apollon offered. “Hit them in the throat or face and they’ll go down without having
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