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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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “That bird the mighty son of pretty-ankled Alkmene,

        Herakles, killed, drove off the evil affliction

        From Iapetos’ son and freed him from his misery⁠—”

        —Hesiod, Theogony
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        2386 Golden Age

      

      

      

      In the last days of the Time of Nyx, Prometheus—under another name—had taught the Titan forebears, the uriași, the Art of Fire. In his desperation to break the hold of the Elder Goddess of Night, he had given a gift to some few who little understood what he offered. It had, in soul-crushing fashion, consumed too many of those to whom he had given it, the Fire spirits they had borne in their breasts claiming them.

      They had become living infernos, unleashing their conflagrations upon the Mortal Realm, caring naught for friend or foe. Even now, in the recesses of Prometheus’s own soul, the spirit growled at him to burn. Burn it all. But his disciples had, after all, broken the hold of Nyx. Night had ended, even if the price had proved dear.

      And now, with another great war drawing nigh, he found himself forced to repeat his teachings. In time, he would pass the Art of Fire on to Mankind, but for now, his first student was the Titan Hestia, daughter of Kreios and Eurybia, who cared for Man as he himself did.

      In a cave south of Korinth, above the rampaging waves of the Aegean, the two of them stared into the flickering remnants of a rectangular fire pit that had dwindled to crackling embers. Crimson splotches bled through the bandages wrapt around Hestia’s feet. Those had been the worst of her burns, though in passing through the flames, fire had licked her shins as well, and those too remained rubescent and peeling.

      While no doubt in pain, she hid it well. The slight tremble in her fingers as she reached for the embers, that was probably more trepidation at further injuries than pain at her current wounds. Everyone feared a recurrence of agonies once suffered, yet when she mastered this, naught would ever singe her again.

      But there were always those first, terrible burns.

      No pyromancers could rise without walking through fire.

      Such was the way of it.

      Hestia’s fingertips brushed over a tongue of flame and she started. When she withdrew her hand, sprouts of fire lingered upon the back of it, flowing over her fingers, swaying as if to unheard music. A gasp escaped the Titan. Despite her centuries of life, childlike elation lit her face as she looked at him, and Prometheus couldn’t stop the smile from rising in him as well. Unabashed joy was, after all, catching, not least for its precious rarity these days.

      Hestia huffed, still shifting her arm before her face. “I can hardly believe this real.” Fire spilled down over the crook of her elbow, only to swirl back toward her wrist as she shifted her arm once more.

      “After all you endured, I should hope it would prove so.” But he wasn’t really looking at her.

      Within the flames, silhouettes shifted, patterns beginning to shape themselves. The complexities of its rhythm threatened to pull him inward as fire so oft did. “Rest yourself now,” he said, barely aware of the Titan.

      His mind fell into the burning maelstrom ahead, and mummery formed up from the shadows about him. Voices broke through his haze slowly, first seeming to drift in through thin walls, then rising until it seemed he eavesdropped on those but a few feet away.

      Hekate and Zeus, and Zeus’s brother Hades, naked in the dark of the woods, painted with sorcerous glyphs. This … Prometheus fell deeper into the flame as the scene played out around him.

      The World bucked in cringing revulsion as Hekate sang of times she did not understand, invoking nostalgia none who had lived through the woes of Dark Faerie would ever have felt. Her whirling dance bent the cosmos in time with her profane intent, the likes of which Prometheus had never before witnessed. Invisible presences seeped inside Hades, driving the Titan into convulsions. The grisly ruination of flesh and soul unfolding within the flame churned Prometheus’s gut, left him desperate to deny that his daughter could conceive such obscenities.

      “I didn’t know this would happen.” Zeus’s inane complaints seeped from the flame into Prometheus’s mind and were rejected by Hekate as much as by Prometheus.

      When Hades’s torso imploded, Prometheus shut his eyes with a wince, blocking further display of his accursed Sight, which so oft condemned him to witness things he might rather have not. The temptation always lurked just out of reach, an overwhelming desire to turn aside from the course the Moirai had saddled him with.

      Allowing himself a grimace, Prometheus opened his eyes. Of course, he had known for so very long the war would come. Zeus would battle against his father and win, and pitiable Kronos would be cast down into Tartarus for his failings. And this moment would serve as the catalyst, would it not?

      Faint snores from the corner of the cave drew his gaze to Hestia, curled up in a ball and, he hoped, at peace.

      But peace did not last, and she too would invariably find herself swept up in the coming war. Could he avert it? Could he take any action that might forestall Kronos’s terrible Fate?

      But he knew better and had told Pandora as much. They could not risk any action that might unmake their own pasts and thus destroy their child, and besides, his greater plan required a strict adherence to the Fates’ design. He had agreed to become their avatar, had set the whole of history upon its course with a singular aim, and no matter how vile the path, he could not lose sight of the end because of events along the way.

      No, Zeus’s profane ritual was inevitable, as would be Kronos’s response. In fact, to truly play his role, Prometheus would need to ensure Kronos learnt of this at the right time.

      Repining, cursing his Fate at having to tread such paths, it was a self-indulgence he would not permit himself. Not given all he had already sacrificed and the greater pains ahead. No, the future impended.

      And Prometheus must dive back into the pyromantic trance to ensure he knew exactly what steps would uphold the timeline. Such was his role, and no other choice lay before him. History was merciless.
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      … The Gigantes are the broken Titans. Those rejected, grown misshapen by their need to devour Man-flesh. Pushed to the fringes, they were long primed to move against their Olympian oppressors, needing but a single spark to launch them into the frenzy of war. Demeter gave them that spark.

      — Kleio, Analects of the Muses
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            PANDORA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        715 Bronze Age

      

      

      

      Given that Herakles’s farmhouse had lain outside Thebes, it might have proved the perfect place for Pandora to sit and contemplate her course. Might have, save for Herakles’s pressing need to flee from the scene of his crime. Pandora had checked in on his wife to ensure she would recover on her own, then sent word to neighbours that she thought something dire might have unfolded here. Herakles assured her that his brother’s son lived close and would check in soon.

      Before that could happen, Pandora and Herakles made their way into the woodlands. The hulking demigod sat against a pomegranate tree, his head in his hands, fingers clutching at his skull as if he considered crushing it beneath their might. While Pandora had given him a semblance of hope, it could not outweigh the torment of guilt that wracked the man. In the abortive whimpers that escaped him, Pandora imagined she could hear the voices of his slain children, accusing him. A dark fancy, of course, but then, worse must now plague the demigod.

      Pandora’s gaze shifted from Herakles back to the Box she held in her hands. Though Nemesis had interrupted them, she had encountered Prometheus in Byblos, in the time of Perseus, many decades before now. Which meant Herakles must free him before that time. She had never tried to take another person with her using the Box. So far as she could tell, Prometheus had not tried to use it himself, either. But unless she brought Herakles with her into the past, how could she fulfil Prometheus’s future as she had already experienced it? Or his past, rather, as the implication remained he must already be free now, in this time. Free perhaps, though she had no idea where or how to question him on what to do.

      No, all that came to her at the moment was that she must send herself and Herakles back, as close as possible to the time when Zeus had first bound Prometheus.

      “What is it?” Herakles asked.

      Pandora hadn’t noticed him look up from his torturous self-reflections, but now he stared hard at the Box.

      “Is that a toy?”

      “No.” That one should call the Box thus left her torn by laughter and despair. “Rather, it makes playthings of us all, I think.” With each use, Pandora’s understanding of the workings of this thing became more refined. She had seen Prometheus set it to bring her here, to the point when she could save Herakles. And while her lover may have relied upon pyromantic insight to determine those settings, from them she could still glean her own lessons.

      Grim-faced, Herakles crawled over to her side. Under other circumstances, the dubious look he gave the Box might have drawn a chuckle from Pandora.

      It must be possible to bring him along, for how else could he have saved Prometheus in the past? “I want you to hold on to my shoulders.” Physical contact might, with luck, be enough to draw him into the bubble the Box created. “This is going to allow us to reach the person who needs our help.”

      “How?” he demanded, though he did place his fingertips upon her shoulders, his touch so light she imagined him afraid. Frightened, perhaps, at the idea of the least connection with another woman, given what he’d done to his wife.

      “Grab hold,” she instructed. If he was left behind in this time, she could not be certain of returning to this moment. Thus far, she’d never managed aught exact with the Box.

      He did so, and she popped the top, welcoming the distorting bubble of light that enveloped them, though a gasp escaped Herakles. The big demigod fell backward and Pandora spun, wrapping her arms around his knee in the bare instant before the growing haze at the edge of her vision filled it.
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      Blinking away the disorientation, Pandora rose, finding herself sprawled atop an unconscious Herakles. Given he must have many times her fortitude, she had to assume it was the mind, rather than the body, that the Box strained. The more she used it, the more she became inured to its effects.

      They lay upon a hilltop, amid tall grass, a blue sky above them, with what looked to be a town in the distance below. More than that, she couldn’t say. The hope remained that she’d managed to bring them to just after Zeus had cast Prometheus into Tartarus, but even if so, she didn’t know where the Box had sent her.

      After giving him a moment of blissful ignorance, Pandora shook Herakles awake. Maybe she ought to have told him more about what the Box would do, but then, she could not have afforded to take the chance he’d have balked. She needed the demigod, and he had proven himself unstable enough with his crimes already.

      His hand shot out like a striking snake, caught her wrist, and squeezed until she felt bones grind against one another. Her sudden yelp of pain had Herakles releasing her, though, and scooting back on his arse, casting about himself in bemusement. “What …?”

      Rubbing her wrist, Pandora scowled at the murderous demigod she’d thrown all her hopes into. “Tell me about your father,” she said.

      The man continued to look around, as if wondering where the woods past his home had fled to. “Amphitryon, son of Alkaios.” The hitch in his voice revealed a half-truth Pandora had no patience for.

      “He’s not your real father.”

      Herakles folded his arms over his chest like a petulant child, his glowering making plain what he thought of her knowing the details of his life.

      How to phrase this? If she gave away too much, she might lose her chance at his aid. “The prophecy says only a son of Zeus can free the Titan from his torment.”

      “Which Titan?”

      Her mind whirred with possible answers or evasions. Deceiving him might help her get him into Tartarus, but what if he then betrayed her when he inevitably learnt the truth? “Prometheus.” Speaking his name left her almost breathless. “My lover.”

      Herakles snorted. “My lady, Prometheus escaped his torment ages ago. It’s a common enough bard’s tale. I guess my father forgave him his crimes, or at least they became somewhat reconciled. Either way, you’re centuries too late.”

      Sitting upon the hilltop, she looked hard at him. How much trust could she afford to place in the man? How little could she? “He was freed by you, a son of Zeus, who saw the inequity of his father’s actions.”

      A raised brow in answer. “I think I’d have remembered a trek into Tartarus.”

      “It hasn’t happened yet, for you.” She held up the Box.

      “I told you, it happened long before I was even born.”

      “This brought us backward in time, into the past, where you will fulfil your destiny and save Prometheus from Tartarus.”

      He cleared his throat, then looked about the hill a moment. “I knew I’d gone mad.” Once more, he moved with surprising speed, snatching the Box from her hand.

      “No!” Pandora lunged for it, but Herakles caught her arm and shoved her down into the grass, even as he himself stood, examining her one hope. He turned it over in his hands, then began prodding at the panels. “Don’t!” Pandora implored, scrambling to her feet. Again, she swiped for it, and again, he held her back like she was a child.

      “This thing, whatever it is, rendered me senseless for a time. I cannot imagine how you dragged me up this hill, but you’ve made a jest of me and my grief.” The look he gave her froze her, killing her struggles at once. “Were you a man, I’d beat you bloody for it.” Some emotion crossed his face, perhaps the realisation he had beaten a woman bloody too, this past night.

      “Please …” Pandora began.

      With a scoff, Herakles let the Box fall at her feet, then turned, tromping down the hillside toward the town, muttering obscenities under his breath.
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      While Pandora’s skill in Phlegran had atrophied, she recognised the speech of the locals in the small city the moment she entered. Of course, these people no doubt also spoke some Elládosi, but as the language came back to her, she decided she need not bother asking anyone to switch. It never hurt to practice as many tongues as possible.

      This place, she soon learnt, was Iolkos, Phlegra’s sole polis, a site ruled by Ares, at least in name, though she realised the Olympian did not oft come out so far. In her studies in Atlantis, Pandora had heard tale that Ares had set his sights upon the town ages back. Iolkos had no wall, and in three days of bloody slaughter, he had installed himself as ruler of this place, demanding the populace raise a temple for him on the acropolis and worship him as their god.

      From the look of the landscape, she gauged Iolkos must have lain not far from where Athyras had stood in the Golden Age. Did that town yet exist, or had it fallen into decay in the passing of years? Well, such things mattered little to her mission, she supposed, though sooner or later she’d need to return to the Golden Age to deal with the Nike issue. If her daughter needed Nike’s help to survive the Titanomachy, Pandora would damn sure find the other Titan.

      First, though, her oath to save Prometheus. That came before all other things. It must.

      Beneath a colonnade abutting the forum, she found Herakles, the demigod having all but finished a large amphora of wine. He’d laid his sword and shield beside him, and now, seeing them in the light, she realised she knew them. Had helped Perseus find those adamant arms buried in the Garden of the Hesperides. She could not help but shudder at the memory of the cyclopean presence of the drakon Ladon brushing against her mind.

      Part of her wanted to let Herakles wallow in his self-pity, but her situation would not permit such a thing. Thus, selecting a step before the column he leaned on, Pandora settled down, folding her legs beneath herself. “Who is king of Iolkos in your time?” she asked the hulking demigod.

      The man snorted, wiping his lips on the back of his hand. “Uh … Pelias, I think.”

      “Because I heard the locals speaking of King Kretheus. The demigod son of Aiolos. Which would mean, either your knowledge of Phlegra is somewhat lacking, or we have moved in time. Either way, Herakles, you can well enough see we’ve come to Iolkos. You imagine I carried you hundreds of miles whilst you slept? I’d have struggled to have moved you a few feet.”

      Glowering, the man chucked the amphora, which shattered against the cobbles beyond the colonnade, causing a great many passersby to shout in alarm, and earning him no few glares. “I don’t know how you’ve done any of this, but your claims reek of absurdity.”

      “Then how would you explain our present circumstances?” A faulty argument, of course. That Herakles did not know how they had gotten here did not actually prove her claims true, but he was drunk, and she was too desperate to try to sway him using logic while deep in illogical situations.

      His frown only deepened.

      “Come with me,” she pleaded. “Come with me to Olympus.”

      A scoff answered her.

      “Atop the mountain lies a gateway of some sort, a passage into Tartarus. I beg you, Herakles, help me. Prophecy …” She hesitated. She wanted him to believe in time travel? Then perhaps she must dispense with pretences. “I encountered Prometheus already freed in the time of your great-grandfather Perseus. He told me you saved him from his torment. That’s why I know you, and you alone, can and will do this.”

      The flush of wine in his cheeks seemed to have drained. “You promised me redemption.” His voice had become the broken whisper of a man who feared to even speak of his last chance.

      Pandora scooted closer and took his hand. “This is that redemption. I swear to you, what I have told you is the truth, Herakles. This is your path.” It had to be. She needed it to be, and maybe he did too.

      For a long time, he watched her face. Pandora could scarce imagine the weight of his crimes upon his soul, or how fragile the hope she had given him must feel within his breast. “If we are in Iolkos,” he said at last, “then many miles of rugged terrain separate us from the Olympian Mountains. Terrain I do not know in the least.”

      Oh, praise any gods who listened, he would do it. “I’ve come through here before, in another time. I think I can find my way back.”

      “We’ll need supplies. With a bow, I can hunt for us.”

      She nodded. “I’ve some drachmae. I can arrange it.”

      The demigod gathered his adamant sword and shield, dour and resigned. “Let us be to it, then. Far be it from me to stand in the way of Ananke.”
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            ARTEMIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        2392 Golden Age

      

      

      

      Not even Artemis’s oft garrulous twin brother spoke as their ship moored in Helion. The weight of their mission had mired limb and tongue, perhaps, and Artemis found it easier to hold her silence and ignore his presence beside her. His own sullen reticence meant he felt the same, and her golden-eyed brother had avoided meeting her gaze since they’d left Athyras.

      Without a word, Apollon vaulted the gunwale and leapt to the dock, not bothering with the gangplank the bireme’s crew had begun to set in place. Frowning, Artemis followed in the same manner, trailing behind her brother as he made his way toward the acropolis and Father’s palace.

      Despite the sunlight overhead, the bear inside her stirred. Less a conscious thing—at least not one she could communicate with—and more a sensation, a prickliness arising in her own soul. The intervening centuries since this thing had taken residence inside her had granted Artemis an awareness of its influence, even if she could not always separate the bear’s emotions from her own. Once, in those early days, she had beaten a fishmonger for haggling too parsimoniously. The snap of his shoulder crunching pulled her out of the red haze that had claimed her. Sometimes, in the days that followed, she wondered if he had spent the rest of his life lamed. She’d left him every drachma she had on her and fled in horror, afraid to ever look in on him again. Shamed by her fear.

      Some months later, she had backhanded a servant girl who tried to clear away a bowl of soup that still had a few dregs left in it. Another senseless victim of the bear’s cantankerous nature.

      A scent came to her on the breeze, well before they reached the acropolis, and Artemis grabbed Apollon’s shoulder. For the first time in days, he looked to her, the strain in his eyes evoking cracked ostraka, ready to fall to pieces with the slightest nudge. How much more could either of them take?

      “Phaethusa,” she said. Another sniff. “Lampetia’s with her.”

      The hint of joy at seeing their half-siblings warred on his face with trepidation for the reception they would find here, after spending a year helping Zeus and his rebels subvert the Ouranid League. “It disrupts my digestion, thinking you can smell people.”

      “I can smell that, too.”

      Apollon favoured her with an irate smirk. Soon, sure enough, Neaera’s girls came into view—flame-haired Phaethusa, and flaxen Lampetia, each radiant and beautiful as the sun. Like Apollon. In them, as in most of Helios’s children save Artemis, the Heliad genos shone clear, with those aureate irises and fair features.

      Though both Nymphs smiled, Artemis could not help but note a whiff of tension in their scents. That, and that Phaethusa wore a gilded breastplate, her palm resting light upon the hilt of a xiphos strapped to her hip.

      “You’re home,” Lampetia said, drawing Apollon into an embrace. Artemis wanted to refuse when her turn came—being embraced put one in the perfect position to get a knife in the back—but demurring would further sour relations. And her quarrel had never been with her siblings, regardless. She returned her sister’s warm hug, patting her on the back, then Phaethusa stepped in to repeat the gesture.

      “Papa has grown rather vexed with you,” Phaethusa said once she pulled away. “If I had to guess—only a guess, mind—I’d assume it relates to the treason and the taking up with people who have murdered his servants.”

      Artemis frowned in answer. “We must speak with him.”

      “Indeed, you must,” Phaethusa agreed, the threat in her voice not half so subtle as courtesy would have suggested. Phaethusa had spent years honing her sword skills and she had, Artemis knew, blindingly fast reflexes. Still, she fell just short of earning the title Titan, which meant the Nymph had received less Ambrosia than Artemis. Could Artemis defeat her in a fair fight? Almost certainly. Could she do so without risking severe injury to one or both of them …? She’d rather not find out.

      Their sisters guided them the rest of the way to Father’s golden palace. Within the courtyard sat their aunt Eos, along with Kirke, another half-sister. Given that Kirke’s mother had joined Zeus’s cause, Artemis might have expected Kirke to come over, though the witch Nymph didn’t have so very much to offer, having never trained at arms.

      Kirke watched her and Apollon with a heavy stare, not rising to extend any greeting the way Neaera’s daughters had. But then, she had never been close to Kirke. As far as Artemis knew, no one was close to Kirke.

      Phaethusa and Lampetia escorted them right up to Father’s megaron, but Helios was not upon his throne, though their mother Leto sat on hers, staring at them with trembling lips. Their father paced about the hall, seeming to fill the space with his presence, the clop of his sandals echoing loud upon marble. As he drew nigh to one side or the other, courtiers and servants filling his hall shrunk away, all refusing to meet his gaze.

      When he spun at their entrance, Artemis could understand why. Father’s eyes seemed to blaze like the sun, flashing as he took in first Apollon, then her.

      “Perfidious swine,” Father snarled at them. “The very stars quake at the ambit of your hubris in daring to show your faces in my lands after all you have done. I’m of a mind now to see the both of you handed over to Kronos. Were you not my own blood, I’d have you staked out to bake beneath the sun.” He fixated upon Apollon now. “I might have expected such duplicity from her—she’s not even a Heliad—but from you?”

      Artemis had long moved past flinching at his casual snipes. Banal cruelties and pervasive disdain defined the whole of her life, after all.

      “Father,” Apollon said, and Artemis imagined a twinge of regret in his voice. “We have taken Thebes. Tethys has foresworn the Ouranid League. Zeus’s influence has spread from Phlegra into Elládos, and in time, even Kronion will fall. You can join us before it is too late.”

      Their father turned his back upon them, rubbing at his brow with one mighty hand. When at last he returned his gaze to them, his face had gone slack. “You ask me to betray the Ouranid League that has reigned for over two thousand years? To betray mighty Kronos, who fought alongside Ouranos to guide our world out of the Time of Nyx? You are no children of mine.”

      “Helios,” Leto whispered, rising from her throne.

      He whirled on their mother. “Maybe they never were! Did you spread your legs for some other man, wench? Are these false Heliads the get of a lesser Titan?”

      “Father!” Apollon protested, plodding forward, perhaps intent to reach Leto.

      Father roared at him, however, closing the distance between them in two mighty bounds. Caught off guard, Apollon had no time to avoid the haymaker his father threw at him. The impact seemed to shake the whole of the hall, sending Apollon hurtling through the air dozens of feet, flying from the room.

      Flooding Pneuma into her Pneumatikoi, Artemis launched into motion, racing for her mother. Helios surged for her, a flash of speed and fury. With Pneumatikoi, Artemis leapt over his head, flipped through the air, and landed by her mother’s side. Helios bellowed and jumped himself. Artemis jerked her mother’s hand, yanking her to the side an instant before Helios crashed onto the dais. His fist smashed the throne to kindling and cracked the marble beneath it.

      Artemis just had time to flood Pneuma into her flesh before his rising blow smacked into her. With herself between him and Mother, the both of them went careening backward. Her Pneumatikoi kept his strike from shattering bones, but the blow still winded and unbalanced her, and by the time she had righted herself, Helios was upon them once more.

      Shoving her mother aside, Artemis braced. When next he attacked, she caught his wrist in a pankration hold, swept his ankle, and flipped him over her shoulder. With her Pneumatikoi and werebear strength, she sent him flying into the shrieking cluster of servants. Not waiting to see the impact, she snatched Mother’s arm once more and took off running, dragging her behind.

      In the courtyard, Apollon had risen and faced off with Phaethusa, arrow nocked to his bow. He was going to kill her.

      “No!” Artemis shouted.

      Her brother loosed. Phaethusa twisted aside so fast her form seemed to blur. Artemis increased the flow of Pneuma to her reflexes. If Phaethusa could move that fast, she needed to be able to keep up. Another arrow flew at Phaethusa as she charged Apollon, xiphos in hand. The blade batted the arrow out of midair, their sister not missing a stride.

      From the abrupt way Apollon began to fall back, nocking once more, he had suddenly realised he might have underestimated the Nymph.

      “Take Mother!” Artemis shouted at him and dashed to intercept Phaethusa. “Get to the harbour!”

      She managed to get a dagger free the instant before Phaethusa closed in. The xiphos darted past Artemis’s defences, a striking serpent that punched through her left shoulder. Searing pain hazed her vision, lancing through her with every beat of her heart.

      “Submit,” Phaethusa hissed at her, driving her backward with pressure on the xiphos impaled into her.

      Artemis shifted some of her Pneuma from her limbs, readying to flow into her flesh the next time a blow got through. Her arm hung uselessly at her side, but she could already feel her shifter nature knitting the wound back together. “I don’t want to fight you.”

      “Then you ought not have betrayed the Heliads.” Her next slash, as she jerked free the sword, came lightning quick. Artemis parried with her dagger, but Phaethusa twisted the slash into a thrust that darted in. Only having Pneumatikoi drawn gave Artemis the reflexes to flood Pneuma into her flesh. Phaethusa’s blade struck her collarbone but clattered off Artemis’s hardened flesh.

      She wasn’t going to win this with a contest of blades, just as she couldn’t have overcome Father in a match of pure brawn. But then, Phaethusa probably couldn’t match Artemis’s strength, either. When her sister moved in to attack once more, Artemis flooded all the Pneuma she could into limbs and flesh and dove right into the blow. The blade scraped her cheek, even through her hardened flesh, tearing a gouge out of it. But Artemis shoulder-slammed into Phaethusa’s gut and bore her down, the pair of them crashing into the lip of a fountain.

      The Nymph had Pneumatikoi, but not enough to match Artemis’s. Phaethusa wriggled and twisted, trying to worm free. Artemis rained blow after blow upon her until her fist caught the other woman full in the mouth. A block tore free from the marble fountain when Phaethusa’s head hit it. That her skull hadn’t split—praise Thoth—meant she had some Pneumatikoi herself. Artemis reared back, fresh pains shooting through her wounded left arm, and landed three more blows upon Phaethusa’s face until the fountain gave way, drenching them both as waters washed down over them.

      A wave of dizziness raced through Artemis as she rose. She’d burnt through too much Pneuma. And she needed more still to escape. Forgoing everything else, she focused what little she had left into Lightness and Pneumatikoi and made a mad dash for the wall.

      Before she reached it, she found Lampetia fallen, hands wrapt around one of her brother’s arrows jutting from her thigh. Poor Nymph. Artemis leapt to a column in the courtyard, ran up it and bounded to the rim of the balcony on the upper level. From there, she vaulted onto the roof and raced across the slanted tiles.

      Arrows clattered against the spaces she had just left, but she was moving too fast for mortals to draw a bead on her. Which meant she couldn’t let up on the Pneuma, though it had grown hard to breathe and black haze tinged the fringes of her vision. She dashed across the rest of the palace and made a running leap to next closest building.

      Another leap, and her Pneuma faltered. She missed the lip of the third building and crashed onto the cobbled street, landing with a thud.

      Then her brother was there, grabbing her left elbow and heaving her up. The motion tore a scream from her, all senses blurring with the pain. “Move!” Apollon shouted, unaware or uncaring about her injury.

      They ran through the polis, Mother in tow, Artemis’s chest feeling apt to burst, her arm a searing agony. The struggle against Father and Phaethusa had taken far more out of her than she had expected. Maybe she was due for another drought of Ambrosia, though Zeus’s supplies had begun to dwindle. Only her shifter stamina kept her moving at speed now, and even that would give out without Pneuma.

      Pushing her ahead, Apollon turned, loosing arrows at whoever pursued them now. The whole of Helion would be after their heads soon.

      But when they reached the docks, Poseidon was there, beside the boat, ushering them onboard. Crewmen had already begun untethering the bireme, no doubt at Poseidon’s command, and the gangplank teetered. Artemis ushered Mother up it first, then scrambled aboard. The crew pulled the plank up. An instant later, Apollon took a flying leap off the docks and landed on the deck with a roll.

      Poseidon dove beneath the waters. A sudden surge of waves hefted the ship, flinging her out to sea and crunching the dock into driftwood. Artemis clutched the gunwale with her good arm and gaped as the sea churned. Poseidon could move their whole boat thus? And what did such an act take out of him?

      Then, Mother moved to stand beside her, hand to her mouth, trembling. “I was with him so long …”

      Artemis cast her a sympathetic smile. “It wasn’t meant to go this way.” She had let Zeus convince Apollon they could sway proud Helios to their cause.

      What vanity. All they had achieved here was costing their mother her marriage and making a true enemy of the rest of the Heliad genos.

      Huffing, Artemis sank onto the deck, trying to catch her elusive breath. They had been fools, as they so oft proved.
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        1600 Silver Age

      

      

      

      All his life, Herakles had heard tale of Cyclopes, those towering one-eyed Gigantes whom all the others feared. Now, crouched behind boulders beside Pandora, watching the Gígas march against Olympus, he could not reconcile the monsters of story with the reality playing out before him. Rather, the sense of having stepped into a dream settled upon him, with all the numb acceptance that entailed.

      Amid dozens of Gigantes, he spotted at least three Cyclopes standing eleven or twelve feet tall, each hulking grey masses of muscle ripped from nightmare and given flesh. Voices so deep they seemed to billow from the mountains themselves, the Cyclopes urged on their brethren. The temptation arose to think of the other Gigantes as lesser, and many were smaller, if perhaps more deformed. A great many had serpent tails for legs, and some few had extra arms, or even two heads. The Gigantes ranged in height from seven feet tall to a handful who might have reached fourteen or fifteen feet.

      In the midst of this wretched horde strode an ebony-skinned Titan, and—though tall herself—she seemed tiny next to the slavering monstrosities she travelled amongst.

      “That’s Demeter,” Pandora said, voice shaking, perhaps as much in shock at the Olympian’s betrayal as in horror at the sick panoply marching against their gods.

      And it was true—all Pandora’s mad claims of having sent them back in time. For this was, without doubt, the Gigantomachy, the great war that had ended the Silver Age, centuries before Herakles’s birth. Demeter had betrayed Olympus indeed, and Zeus had drawn the other Olympians closer under his watch, reducing their interaction with Men.

      “We have to do something,” he said, nocking an arrow to a bow.

      “You want to fight an entire army of Gigantes?” Pandora had procured a spear for their trek across Phlegra, and though she seemed to know how to use it, he could not blame her for her hesitance to engage these foes. “We have to sneak up the slope. The tumult of this battle can prove to our advantage. The Olympians will be busy fighting against their enemies and may never notice us breaking into the Throne of Zeus.”

      Herakles frowned. How quickly the woman’s mind worked, turning tragedy and devastation in her favour. That she was right did not much obviate the sting of harnessing suffering around them. Grimacing, he crept forward, toward the southern slope of Olympus.

      Oft enough he had imagined seeing the halls of his father, of coming to call upon him—in temerity, perhaps, but fancy was like that—to demand his birthright. None of those daydreams had involved creeping up the escarpments like thieves while war raged about them. But then, what in his life had ever turned out the way he might have wished?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      It was not, in fact, possible to avoid all conflict with the Gigantes. They moved upon the gods, not as a united army, but rather like a pack of wolves converging upon prey from all directions, mad and vicious with hunger. And wrath.

      These creatures flowed over the foothills in a wash of chaos. Though he and Pandora hid on several occasions, on others, he was forced to launch arrow after arrow. His missiles took Gigantes in throats and groins and brows. One Cyclops he shot in its mighty single eye, sending the creature pitching over backward, screaming as it clutched its face, somehow yet alive.

      Running the adamant xiphos through its chest proved mercy, Herakles thought.

      Pandora, too, charged in, finishing off those he shot with simple, efficient thrusts of her spear. Halfway up the slope, and the both of them were drenched in sweat and blood.

      They paused, sipping at what remained of the water they’d filled in the river well below, and he fixed her with a hard gaze. “Are you certain you are up to this?”

      The look she gave him would have shamed obdurate mountain slopes.

      With no further answer, Pandora rose, then yelped an instant before Herakles felt the tremors in the ground. A bellow shook the escarpment, sending pebbles skittering. The creature that rushed them stood fifteen feet tall, at least, its every hurtling step a quake upon the land.

      Herakles snatched up his bow, nocked, and loosed. The arrow took the beast in the throat while between steps. Its momentum carried it forward, but it fell face-first against the scree, skidding in their direction, but its weight sent it tumbling down the slope to crash against an outcropping ten feet below them.

      Pandora huffed a sigh of relief, and Herakles offered her a nod. Then her eyes widened, and he followed her gaze.

      The Gígas Herakles had shot had risen to its knees. With a meaty hand, it plucked the arrow from its throat like a splinter and cast it aside. Its torrent of blood had a golden tinge to it, almost ichorous. Before Herakles’s disbelieving eyes, that blood ceased to flow, the wound he had inflicted sealing itself.

      The Gígas’s next bellow was more wheeze than roar, but still its wrath saturated the land, sending Herakles’s skin crawling. It loped toward them, using arms like forelegs, hurtling itself forward with animalistic fury. Again, Herakles nocked and loosed, this time aiming between the creature’s eyes. The Gígas jerked its arm in the way and the arrow smacked into flesh. The monster did not even falter, tearing free his missile and tossing it aside while continuing its loping charge.

      A snarl as the monster heaved itself aloft, and Herakles rolled to the side, just avoiding its impact. The beat of its fists cracked stone and sent scree flying. It spun, faster than something of that size ought to have managed, and Herakles barely had time to flood Pneuma to his flesh to toughen it. The backhand caught him full in the chest and sent him hurtling through the air, wind whooping past him. Only his Pneumatikoi kept him conscious—or alive—and still, the impact of the mountainside blurred his vision. Over and over he tumbled, momentum and the incline claiming him.

      Then he managed to slam Pneuma-enhanced fingers into the rock. The sudden stop jerked at his shoulder, but Pneumatikoi kept it from being yanked out of socket. Still, a groan. Blood seeped over his brow, stinging his eyes, blinding him. Grunting, he yanked himself up to his knees and wiped at his eyes.

      Above, Pandora jumped over a lower precipice and landed on loose scree, skidding down the slope in a desperate attempt to evade the Gígas. The creature took one look at the incline, but rage seemed to overshadow caution, for it leapt, its shadow passing over the woman’s head.

      Shit.

      Herakles had lost his bow and his sword both somewhere above where they now stood. He pooled more Pneuma, the strength of his legs sending him surging forward like a charging bull. The Gígas landed with a crash in Pandora’s path, and she could never have altered her momentum now. An instant before she reached it, Herakles plowed into its back, caught it in a pankration hold, and bent over backward. Never had he tried such a manoeuvre with a fifteen-foot-tall Gígas. Never had anyone, so far as he knew, but Pandora was dead otherwise.

      All the Pneuma he could muster flooded into Pneumatikoi, he heaved the Gígas airborne, arcing it back over his head to slam it down upon the escarpment. The echo of cracking bones reached him.

      That had to have broken its back and neck.

      He looked to Pandora. “Are you all⁠—”

      Pale, she pointed behind him, and he turned to see the Gígas rising again. Its head was twisted around backward. With sickening pop after pop, it yanked it back into position.

      Herakles’s stomach dropped.

      Wasn’t there a story from the Gigantomachy … some Gígas that could heal from any injury, so a champion of the gods had drowned it? Far down the slope, a stream cut through the mountainside.

      Ares’s arse.

      Still holding Pneuma, Herakles bellowed his own war cry and charged. The impact sent him and the Gígas both careening toward the precipice. A scraping, bouncing, wild tumble, then they were free-falling for a gut-gnawing instant. A moment of utter terror before the ground surged up to smack them down. The Gígas was beneath him and took the brunt of the blow, though Herakles flew free, spun end over end, and crashed down, into the stream.

      The water’s shock drew him from the daze, and he sputtered to the surface, gasping, then stumbled to shore, hands on his knees as he panted. “I’m going to kill you …” he managed.

      A primal roar answered him, and the Gígas charged. Herakles ducked a great swiping blow, and then another. The creature’s lunges brought him lower than necessary, each strike hurling up mud from the riverbank. After dodging another, Herakles countered with an uppercut to the Gígas’s jaw. The blow sent the giant reeling, and Herakles used its daze to seize its knees and heave, sending it sprawling into the mud.

      Maybe he could have dragged the creature straight to the stream, but relying on so much Pneuma was draining him, and he couldn’t risk the thing matching his strength. Instead, a leap carried him onto the Gígas’s chest, then he stomped a sodden sandal upon its throat. Its windpipe collapsed into pulp, the creature flailing limp, pathetic hands around in panic.

      A twinge of pity shot through him, but only a twinge. Hopping down, he grabbed the Gígas by one bulbous arm, then pulled it down to the water’s edge. Already, the collapsed throat had begun to reform, as if the Gígas siphoned the very strength of Gaia herself. A heave sent it into the stream, and Herakles knelt upon its neck, hands shoving its head into the silt. Flailing giant hands slapped at him. Even the ill-aimed blows carried enough force to sting, though the Gígas could not leverage itself from this position.

      This was taking too long. Did its lungs too try to reform, to keep it alive even while drowning over and over? At last, though, the struggles abated and the Gígas lay still beneath the river.

      Herakles held it a while more, before huffing and stumbling to the bank to land on his arse. Using so much Pneuma took a toll. Perhaps it was the Kroniad blood in him, but he found it easiest to redraw the precious breath of life in storms. A thundering tempest, as ever, raged above the peak of Olympus, but they were quite far below that. Still, lounging upon his back, he stared at the rumbling dark clouds encircling the summit of his father’s home. Breathing in and out slowly, only half aware of his surroundings, he heard the scuffle of Pandora’s sandals when she at last managed to join him.

      Without a word, the woman settled beside him. What did she think of him, having witnessed such a display? Did she think him akin to these creatures they fought? Herakles found he had neither the will nor the strength to ask such a question at the moment. Rather, he lay there, hoping to reclaim enough Pneuma to push on, knowing every moment he passed here, the battle above grew more dire.

      But then, the Olympians won the Gigantomachy. Perhaps the only fear was missing their chance to sneak into Tartarus in the strife. Huh. Sneak into Tartarus. Never would’ve thought he’d hope for that chance.

      “Can you carry on?” Pandora asked.

      Of course he could. Herakles was not the sort to leave things half done nor to back away. No, that wasn’t one of his weaknesses. Not that.
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      Not for the first time, Hekate found herself pondering just who had first recorded the grimoire she now pored over in her manse in Athyras, reclining upon the floor of her bedchamber. The flickering lamplight spilled over the pages in a dance of shadows, a reminder of the disquiet this tome engendered, even now, after so many millennia. Oft, when she dove too deep inside, she found her dreams—even her waking fancies—haunted by ponderous, empty spaces, teeming with unseen presences. The pervasive sense of insignificance such intuitions evoked oft left her drawn into bouts of melancholy, staring insensate into the haunted corridors of her own mind for hours or days.

      Whence had the book come? If Raziel had scribed some fragments of the Ontos—and thus, these spells—from whom had he learnt these truths?

      And beyond, whose hands had further amended and annotated, who, besides herself, had expanded upon this book of secrets? From the dark of prehistory, from a time before Man had dreamt of binding books thus, Raziel had created this beauteous, obscene tome. No matter how many times she read through the grimoire, she always seemed to discover new meaning, new potential hidden within, as though the authors had built layer upon layer of mystery into its crafting.

      A promise, of the unfathomable depths that lay beyond, not merely past the Veil in the shadowy Penumbra, but deeper, to outer reaches of the Spirit Realm. Perhaps even beyond those unknowable spaces.

      “Watchers …” Hekate’s fingers brushed over a note she herself had scribed into the margin of one section. She flipped forward, toward another section that referenced winged “psychopomps,” beings that, nigh as she could tell, could fly not only through this world but into the Underworld—or those far reaches she sought and feared.

      And what, exactly, did they watch? The very World itself?

      Desperation and devouring need for answers, in equal parts, drew her always back to the tome. As now.

      Though Zeus had sacked Thebes and overthrown Tethys, Kronos seemed forever a step ahead of them. His forces outwitted ambushes and appeared to protect supply lines as if with prescient insight. Though Zeus had claimed Thebes and left Ares as warden, Kronos had driven him out, forcing the rebels back into Phlegra. Papa said Kronos had hidden devices, Oracle Mirrors, he used to spy upon past, present, and future. But what if Hekate could give the rebellion a means of spying of their own?

      Further along in the book—not that it had a linear order—a spiralling diagram might have referenced psychopomps. “Through flesh and metal banded in shadows forever to soar …”

      In her mind, Mormo cackled, though Hekate couldn’t shake the intuition the wraith’s forced mirth masked a nameless unease, as if even the hateful ghost feared the import of the spell. For wraiths were, in truth, the rotted souls of dead sorcerers, and perhaps Mormo recalled enough of the Art to apprehend the danger

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Map
      


      		
        The Whisper
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Part I
        
          		
            1. Pandora
          


          		
            2. Artemis
          


          		
            3. Herakles
          


          		
            4. Hekate
          


          		
            5. Perseus
          


          		
            6. Kirke
          


          		
            7. Herakles
          


        


      


      		
        Interlude: Autolykus
      


      		
        Part II
        
          		
            8. Pandora
          


          		
            9. Hekate
          


          		
            10. Artemis
          


          		
            11. Perseus
          


          		
            12. Kirke
          


          		
            13. Artemis
          


          		
            14. Pandora
          


        


      


      		
        Interlude: Prometheus
      


      		
        Part III
        
          		
            15. Pandora
          


          		
            16. Hekate
          


          		
            17. Pandora
          


          		
            18. Athene
          


          		
            19. Pandora
          


          		
            20. Athene
          


          		
            21. Artemis
          


        


      


      		
        Interlude: Autolykus
      


      		
        Part IV
        
          		
            22. Pandora
          


          		
            23. Kirke
          


          		
            24. Athene
          


          		
            25. Pandora
          


          		
            26. Artemis
          


          		
            27. Hekate
          


          		
            28. Pandora
          


        


      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        The Cycle Continues …
      


      		
        Tapestry of Fate Glossary
      


      		
        Also by Matt Larkin
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Beginning


      		Also by Matt Larkin


      		About the Author


      		Contents


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/titaneramap_ebook.jpg
3]
&
Bl

R







OEBPS/images/the_inferno_of_prometheus-ecover.jpg
FEA T TN, APR K. I i

+INFERN(® ~
PR@METHE S

e P
8% '






OEBPS/images/fbaerald_ouroboros_md.jpg





OEBPS/images/pegasus-glyph.jpg





