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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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        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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “… the distinction between past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.”

        -Albert Einstein
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        2400 Golden Age

      

      

      

      Fulminating clouds encircled the peak of Mount Olympus, every flash a testament to the power and self-aggrandisement of its new lord. Rough-hewn steps sliced the mountainside, weatherworn and slick, a remnant of the Time of Nyx. Oh, but Prometheus had seen them restored. In pyromantic visions, he had beheld the grandeur Zeus would erect upon his new home. Time and again, Prometheus had walked here in his prescient trances, half-aware of the marmoreal temples and grandiose Olympian halls that would limn this peak.

      When the time came at long last, he would walk, half in a daze, as oft happened when an Oracle fulfilled his visions and lived in actuality a moment he had lived in prescience too many times. Thus, accordingly, he’d seen his own bemused steps.

      Now, though, Titans passed him by, both ascending and descending, and so many pausing to gape at Zeus’s coruscating display upon the summit. Perhaps the self-styled god vented thus to announce his victory to the World, though the storm remained, even in Prometheus’s visions of distant days to come. If Zeus created this now in celebration, it would endure in perpetuity as a symbol.

      Prometheus paused, halfway up the winding staircase, just before a raging cataract. A cool brume rose from where the fall hit the rocks, and he tried to revel in the way it tingled the bare flesh of his arms and shins. He wished he could luxuriate in the beauty of this place, but he could not suppress the shudder that wracked him at the foreknowledge of what fate would one day befall him here. So very like what awaited Kronos high above.

      Zeus would not enact his father’s vile sentence until Prometheus and the others had gathered to witness it. The new king sought an exhibition to titillate and horrify, and he would have one, though he surely did not begin to grasp the import of all he had done.

      An approaching woman yanked his attention from the cataract as she descended the peak. Zeus might want his spectacle, true, but many would not wish to watch what he intended for Kronos, Nike among them.

      She paused before him, dark hair flapping in the wind.

      “Did he say aught?” Prometheus asked, raising his voice to carry over the fall.

      “He said a great deal,” Nike answered. “Not all of it made sense. Some of it made too much sense.” A hesitation. “Will you speak with him?”

      Prometheus found his fists clenching. He wanted to refuse, but he owed Kronos at least the dignity of a final word. “I must.”

      Nike frowned, looking like she wanted to say more. Like she was none too pleased at having helped Zeus begin his reign. Nor was Prometheus. Maybe none of the Titans who had sided with him were much pleased. But then, Fate had forced their hand.

      With a nod of understanding, Prometheus left her and continued his unpalatable ascent. Flickers in his mind hinted at locations where an agora would one day rise, and beyond, upon the summit, where Zeus would erect his ostentatious palace. About that spot Skystones orbited, an archipelago of hovering rock islands, held aloft by their Otherworldly nature.

      The fulgurations from the storm burst amid those floating isles, leaving them in turn radiant or tenebrous. Not so unlike the Titans claiming this place as their home, when even Kronos had not possessed the hubris to think he could dwell among such energies and remain himself.

      Finally, Prometheus reached the summit. Here, snows lingered upon the rocks and flurried in the wind.

      Others emerged from a cave that bored into the mountainside, hollowed out long ago, in the Time of Nyx, when Men touched something they ought to have left alone. And Zeus would build his throne upon a bed of cancer eating away at the foundation of the World, drunk on its poisons.

      Upon the cave threshold, Bia waited for him. Auburn-haired and incarnadine-eyed, the Titan was, perhaps, the most violent of all Styx’s brood, and her visage held a sickening glee at what she knew impended. “The king sends for you, Firebringer.” The Titan licked her lips, her eyes gleaming. Was she actually aroused by these proceedings? Or perhaps she wished to discomfit him for her amusement.

      Either way, Prometheus ignored her salacious airs. “Take me to him.”

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Bia’s expression turn into a glower that persisted even as she guided him downward. Like the stairs rising from the base of the mountain, these were rugged, though in better shape for not having endured millennia of wind and rain. The path led them deep inside the mountain, past the chamber that housed the Oracle Mirrors that had, in their own way, helped ensure the damnation of Kronos. The quicksilver mirrors had shown more Truth than even one such as Kronos was prepared to handle.

      Oh, Prometheus knew all too well the agony of foreknowledge and the anguish of unvarnished Truth—the Ontos of the World held no whit of pity. While Men toiled, suffered, and died, they did so in ignorance, and for that, were at least able to sleep at night.

      No doubt unaware of his musings, Bia led him onward without the least slowing of her pace, the slap of her sandals echoing upon the stone. Further down, they came to an open cavern, and here, some dozen Titans had gathered to watch the spectacle.

      There, off to the side, stood Leto and Helios’s twins, Artemis and Apollon, enmeshed in furtive whispers. Across from them, other siblings, Hera and Poseidon, both grim-faced and watching the Titan in the centre of the chamber.

      Platinum-haired Kronos, bound in orichalcum fetters, struggling to stand while his captors circled around him like sharks. Kratos and Zelus, Bia’s own siblings, snickered as they stalked their prey. Noticing his sister’s entrance with Prometheus, Kratos grinned and slammed his fist into Kronos’s kidney. Kronos’s knees buckled, but Zelus caught him, her hands around his neck.

      Prometheus set his jaw, refusing to let Styx’s brood take further pleasure in his discomfort at how they treated his erstwhile friend. Still, he could not entirely suppress the visions he’d seen of what they would do to him, as well. Perhaps that would be his punishment for failing to stop what was happening to Kronos now.

      As if Fate cared about giving anyone what they deserved.

      Just outside the circle, bound Arke whimpered, the ichorous ruins of her severed wings still flapping. Someone had gagged her, perhaps tired of her pleas. Hand on her shoulder—though his wrists, too, were fettered—Prometheus’s self-proclaimed brother Atlas stared daggers at him. Atlas was not gagged, though he said naught, perhaps knowing neither pleas nor recriminations would avail him here. Or perhaps pride had him denying Zeus even the satisfaction of a word.

      “Enough,” Zeus’s voice boomed from the back of the chamber. There, he stood, hair a platinum mane so like his father’s, and eyes ice blue.

      At once, Kratos and Zelus stepped aside, the latter dropping Kronos and giving way so that Zeus might confront his father.

      Prometheus, though, found his gaze drawn from Kronos to Hekate’s haunted visage lurking in the shadows. He had heard others call her Zeus’s attack dog, and the king perhaps could not have managed to harness the Tartarian Gate without her. Yet still, from the look of her, this sat little better with her than with Prometheus himself. Or had Kronos said something to her? Certainly, the fallen oligarch cast a withering glance her way before looking up at his treasonous son with defiance.

      And of the gate itself, it lay at the far side of the chamber, cut into the stone as if naught more than an archway leading into another tunnel. The Supernal sigils carved into the stones of the arch shone with lurid effulgence that churned the gut to look upon, and the air beyond the gate undulated as if one looked at it from beneath the flowing sea. The tunnel where it led was not a place, in the strictest sense, but the very terminus of the two worlds, for Tartarus bounded the cosmos, both holding back the taint within its walls, and encouraging it to fester.

      “You strove against me and you lost,” Zeus bellowed at his father, his voice booming through the hall. “For this, you are hereby damned. Have you any last words, Father?”

      With a grunt, Kronos rose, and looked about the cavern. His gaze settled on Prometheus. “You betrayed me! You and your spawn, the both of you betrayed me! I am here because of what you told me, Fatespinner!”

      Prometheus winced. He owed Kronos this confrontation and could not deny the accusations levelled against him. Words failed him, though, and all he could do was stride forward and offer Kronos the chance to look him in the eye. Almost, he wished he could tell Kronos he would one day join him in this torment. As if that might excuse Prometheus now, for failing to end this.

      Kronos leaned in close. “I know what is writ upon the Tablet of Destiny,” he grated, words pitched so as not to carry across the whole of the cavern.

      It was so hard not to waver. So hard to stay the course, even knowing Fate afforded him no choice in the matter. “Destiny is not always what it seems, old friend.”

      Kronos spat upon Prometheus’s sandals. “If there was ever truth to your friendship, it long ago turned foetid.”

      Zeus’s fist snared in Kronos’s hair, and, with a twist of his wrist, he sent his father careening along the floor toward the accursed Tartarian Gate. “Bring forth the prisoners!”

      At his words, Kratos, Bia, and Zelus lurched into motion, glee writ plain across their features as each of them hauled up one of the condemned. Zelus seemed to take particular delight in Arke’s squirming, pointless resistance.

      And it was futile, for the orichalcum fetters rendered the bound Titans utterly impuissant, unable to draw upon their Pneumatikoi and thus no stronger than Men, while their captors retained their superhuman strength.

      Zelus dug fingers so deep into Arke’s shoulders Prometheus saw golden ichor trickle down them, commingling with the still weeping wounds upon her back. A twinge of sympathy shot through him, but she had made her choices, and he could not save her from them.

      Kratos, meanwhile, had hauled Kronos to the gate by his ankle.

      Zeus stood at the forefront, taking it all in with a manic exuberance that threatened to choke Prometheus. “For crimes of treason against your true king, I condemn you all to eternal torment at the edge of the void, where you shall be scoured down to the piths of your souls.” The king chuckled, as if aught amusing lay behind his words. “Justice be done.”

      At his command, Kratos strode through the gate. His passage took a breath longer than it should have, and Prometheus imagined the viscous resistance that threshold must pose. The Titan dragged Kronos along behind him. Both forms seemed distorted behind the barrier, as they descended the tunnel’s path, in the moment before Bia followed with Atlas.

      Prometheus wanted to look away, for witnessing this cleaved his soul in half, and not only because he knew he would follow in their wake many centuries from now. He wanted to turn, to leave, even, rather than bear the torment of those who had trusted him.

      Betrayer, indeed.

      But then, that was all the more reason he owed it to them to look on and bear witness. Fate had forced him to this moment, even as it had damned these people.

      It forced him. And it would carry him onward, toward yet worse agonies.
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      With all due respect, I find myself compelled to raise the question as to the origins of the term, ‘Nymph.’ Why, exactly, do we have a word for female Titans of lesser status and not for our male counterparts? But then the answer is obvious, is it not?

      — Thalia, Dialogues of the Muses
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        1570 Silver Age

      

      

      

      The scents of wine and olives mingled with a tinge of vomit emanating from some corner of the palace courtyard. Laughter, heated discussions, and passionate moans punctuated the silences between the chords of Pandora’s harp, and she took it all in, though wine warmed her face and dulled her senses. Being half-drunk helped, too, with whatever meagre hint of modesty she might have still had at sitting here, playing with her breasts exposed.

      Such things kept the symposium guests jovial, though perhaps more of them leered at the entirely nude flute girls across the courtyard than at Pandora. Either way, the Pleiades expected as much from hetairai like Pandora, and they paid her far more custom than she’d make seducing any of these men on her own.

      So she paraded herself, she strummed her harp, and she sang. This night, she chanted Adonis’s almost forgotten epic of the Ambrosial War, her voice soaring as she reached the bit about the death of Okeanus and how his mournful lover named the very ocean itself for him.

      And yes, indeed, by the end of the song, nigh every eye in the courtyard was upon her, even those of some few of the Pleiades themselves, the very Queens of Atlantis. When the song at last finished, Pandora rose and offered a bow to her scattered applause, surreptitiously shrugging her khiton back over her shoulders as she stood.

      She’d barely had time to grab a bowl of wine—the drinking rules of the symposiarch only applied to the guests, not the entertainment—when the men came sauntering over. They always did. Drunk and brazen, as if she ought to revel and swoon in their favour and attention. Queen Kelaino saved her from idle chatter with a pair of them, though, deftly stepping around them. Graceful, despite the fact that, like any Titan, she stood half a head taller than the Men.

      The queen grasped Pandora’s elbow lightly and led her away from the garden courtyard, into a paved colonnade that ran through the central palace. “You have a gift for music, Pandora,” the Titan said, not looking at her. “You have, in fact, a great many gifts, I am given to understand.”

      For a glorified whore, she meant. Ah, but much as Pandora oft found it hard to hold her tongue, there were some things one simply did not say to a queen, and certainly not to a Titan queen. With a word, Kelaino could shift Pandora’s fortunes from free hetaira to actual whore owned by some brothel. That the Titan took any interest in her, that she occasionally hired her for these functions, was a boon. A chance to make something of her life on Atlantis, even though Pandora held no citizenship here.

      “I am honoured you think so.”

      Kelaino snorted lightly. “Your false modesty is quaint.”

      Oh, Pandora could feign modesty or most aught else, given the need, but here, she saw little reason to do so. The sharpest mind in the World was not always a blessing, not for a woman whose intellect might threaten the fragile egos of the men around her. Kelaino, though, clearly felt no threat. Titan pride scraped the very firmament, brushing the stars and claiming them as their due. In a Man, a fraction of such would be called hubris, but amid Kelaino’s kind, it was simply a fact of life.

      They came to a second courtyard beyond the colonnade, this one home to an artificial lake fed by dolphin-shaped waterspouts three times her height. Within the pool swam great rays and skates and other fish. Once, Pandora had seen this place in daylight and gawked at the myriad splendour of the collected sea life. Now, though, as in most times she had seen the palace, with the shallow lake lit only by moonlight and braziers, the effect became muted.

      Across the pond, she caught sight of the guest of honour, King Sisyphus of Korinth, here for his betrothal to Kelaino’s sister Merope. At the moment, though, he walked the grounds with an entourage of men, no doubt all drunk and debating the finer points of civic philosophy or some such thing. These days, men liked to quote and debate Urania’s dialogues, though most of them probably understood very little of the Muse’s actual points. Perhaps they realised their ignorance and feigned comprehension for the sake of saving face, or perhaps they were too self-absorbed to grasp their blindness in the first place.

      “I wonder,” Pandora said, knowing the wine made her tongue too free but not quite able to stop herself, “if they’re on about Utopia once more.”

      “It has been a favoured topic at symposiums all year,” Kelaino said, seeming more intent on watching the fish than Pandora, despite having brought her out here.

      “And do you think any one of them apprehends Urania’s subtext? That a society oppressing half its population must ever wallow in discontent, even if few among the populace ever recognise its source?”

      Now Kelaino’s gaze fell upon her like a blow. Here was a woman sharp enough to catch Pandora’s meaning. The Pleiades escaped the patriarchal chains that bound mortal women and most other Nymphs, at least to some extent. Save that they ruled merely at the sufferance of the King of Olympus who had destroyed their father and, over the years, forced himself on more than half of the seven queens.

      But then, the queens were but a few of his victims.

      Pandora felt her jaw hardening. The urge to give voice to such a grievance bubbled inside her like a boiling cauldron, almost more than she could contain. It felt she would overflow from the need to speak of what she’d seen, so long suppressed.

      Had it suited her, the queen could have simply slain Pandora then and there. No one would question a Titan, least of all one who ostensibly ruled the polis and island, both. In theory, the Pleiades were all equal, but Pandora had long suspected Kelaino held more than her share of the power. Now, with Merope bound for Korinth and Elektra spending so much time in Minos’s court in Knosós, that would only increase. Taygete and Sterope were weak, and Maia, from what Pandora had heard, had never quite been the same once Zeus had finished with her.

      Pandora raised her gaze to meet the Titan’s own, offering up a challenge. Despite it all, despite all that had befallen her, Pandora refused to give in. She would not surrender to the ravages of circumstance, and she would not allow the facade she wore with clients to became authentic.

      “The World is how it is, Pandora,” Kelaino said after a moment more. “Your best chance at happiness may lie in accepting that. To defy the foundations of society is folly.”

      “Which is easy to say when one reigns as queen of the most powerful polis in the World.”

      Now those Atlantid eyes—so dark as to seem almost black—hardened further. Yes, Pandora so oft crossed lines. For the very existence of such lines deeply offended. “My sister will wed tomorrow. See to it her betrothed gets other women out of his system tonight.”

      Perhaps Pandora’s look of distaste showed plain upon her face. Oh, it wasn’t as if she expected to get through a symposium without servicing a guest or two, nor even minded overmuch. Pandora was twenty-five and had been doing this since her bleeds had started. Shame over such things had become a distant memory, given way to practicality and the realisation her choice lay only in how she responded to the throws of Fate. “Shall I point out that the idea that a man who needs to sate himself upon other women on the very eve of his wedding would ever get over such a need is so patently absurd as to offend reason?”

      The Titan grabbed her elbow, this time with a grip that felt like it could have torn chunks of the marble fountain clean off. “Vex me, and you may sacrifice more than a night’s pay.” And given that Kelaino tended to offer a half dozen tetradrachmae for these events, it was a hefty sacrifice. “My protection of you may expire as well.”

      Protection? As if the queen was an actual patron to her. Pandora had never sought any permanent patron, and she didn’t recall any such offer from Kelaino. She studiously forced her face to neutrality. Titan arrogance always tended to shine through, as if even the smallest of kindnesses shown to mortals deserved obeisance and eternal gratitude in return. “I’d not dream of allowing this to become a dull party.”

      “Splendid.” Her voice struck like a whip. “I’m told your cunt sings even more beautifully than your voice.” With that, Kelaino spun on her heel.

      Pandora winced. Clearly, she had pushed a little beyond the bounds of wisdom with the queen.

      For a moment, she steadied herself, watching the dark play of fish swimming around a stingray. If stepped upon, such creatures could unsheathe spines in their tails laced with oh-so-painful venom. Only a fool tromped among them without a care. How she longed for such a stinger herself, with toxin enough to fell even an Olympian. To fell all the Titans who thought themselves so far above Man, and then, perhaps, no few of the men who thought themselves above women.

      When the moment passed, she affected her most sensual sashay, circumnavigating the pool in order to place herself ahead of Sisyphus and his entourage. With an expression of half-lidded eyes—one she had spent much time practicing—she made her way close to the demigod king. “I’m told my king will soon depart these lands and belong to but a single woman?”

      “‘Belong’ might be a stretch,” the man intoned, eyes roaming over her like he surveyed a newly purchased field.

      Oh, she’d known a hundred men like him. More, perhaps. She’d affected arousal by them, played whatever role they needed of her, moulded like clay in their hands. Yet this time, the thought of his intrusion inside her felt vile. Perhaps it was Kelaino’s words. Perhaps it was that Pandora had so wanted the queen to sympathise, to share her views, when so few other people even seemed capable of apprehending her meanings. The Nymph might have followed Pandora’s reasoning, but she spurned it, and Pandora remained deserted.

      Whatever the case, she found her words for Sisyphus ran dry. The moment stretched on, and she considered walking away, payment and supposed protection be damned. But to do so would earn her a foe upon the acropolis island. Most hetairai had short careers, no matter their talents. Men always wanted young companions, and if she had not acquired enough wealth to live on before her age began to show, Pandora might be forced back into real slavery or a brothel. Kelaino could speed Pandora’s journey in either direction she chose.

      Glowering, she slipped to her knees and reached up under the king’s khiton, until she could find his manhood. Some of his followers guffawed, but she ignored them. Why feign romance in such circumstances, when it was so clearly naught save animal lust that drove these brutes? The king ushered the others away as she took him in her mouth, finishing him as quickly as she could.

      Without a word, she walked away, spit, and washed her face in the lake. Godsdamn it all! She trembled as if she were some ceramic ready to shatter into a hundred pieces. Why couldn’t she have a damn stinger? And why this feeling, now? Self-pity was indulgent and useless, a resort of those without the will or intellect to improve their circumstances.

      That would not be her. That had never been her. Not when Titans took her from her home as a child. Not when they sold her as a slave. Not when her master learnt she bled and took her as his bedmate. Not when he vanished and she’d been forced to become what she was now to avoid brothel life.

      A metic, they called her. A foreigner, trapped on this island, scraping by with only what little she’d managed to steal from her master’s estate before she fled. And in nine years she’d become the most famous hetaira in Atlantis.

      She looked up from the pool. Across it, Kelaino was now strolling with another man. Just tall enough he might have been a Titan. Yes … that looked like Prometheus, though she’d only caught a few glimpses of him in the past. He was uncle to the Pleiades, brother to their murdered father Atlas. According to the tales, he’d helped Zeus win the Titanomachy and claim Olympus, as well as given Man pyromancy.

      She had not known the Titan to attend these symposiums, so what did they discus now? It was not her business, of course, and yet … Surely only something of import would bring him to Atlantis. Something of greater import than the marriage of his niece?

      Before she even knew what she was doing, Pandora found herself slinking along the water’s edge until she came up behind one of the marble dolphin spouts and caught their words. She pressed herself flush against the dolphin’s pedestal and slipped down, watching the water in case anyone caught sight of her.

      “… Because Zeus no longer trusts you,” Prometheus was saying. “His paranoia grows ever deeper, feeding upon itself as such things inevitably do, until even the lack of evidence of a conspiracy reaffirms its existence in his mind.”

      Kelaino groaned and clucked her tongue. “But why now? It’s been nigh sixteen centuries since he bound Father and let us rule here.”

      “He thinks you complicit in the Nectar propagation.” Nectar. Pandora had heard of the substance. It was some kind of Ambrosia counterfeit mortals had begun taking, trying to mimic the benefits of the real thing. According to rumour, it could heal almost any ailment, extend life, and dramatically enhance sexual encounters. She’d had a couple of clients surreptitiously inquire if she could get it for them, but Pandora had never dared. The stuff was feverishly addictive and, taken oft enough, might drive one to fits of madness. Her clients—always wealthy men—forever denied any experience with it, though Pandora had her doubts about a few of them.

      “Neither I nor my sisters have aught to do with that blight.”

      “Be that as it may, Zeus sees this polis as the focal point of the worst abuse, and thus, in his mind, the source of it. He cannot imagine this happening under your rule without your knowledge or perhaps even your involvement.”

      “It is without either!” Kelaino blurted. “Surely you can talk to him, make him see reason.”

      Pandora shook her head silently, now almost pitying Kelaino. Zeus would not have seen reason if it was carved onto the very mountainside of Olympus outside his bedroom window.

      “He will not listen to me,” Prometheus said. “You must think to your defence with him. Prepare to offer him proof of your cooperation. Better still if you offer a culprit.”

      “We offered him Tantalus, nine years ago.” Tantalus? Pandora’s former master? She barely stifled a gasp. Was that how he disappeared?

      “And the Nectar continued to spread. Someone else is behind it, Kelaino, and if you do not find them soon, the king will hold you to account for their crimes.”

      They broke apart, and, instead of continuing in the direction they had headed, Prometheus doubled back, walking past Pandora. For an instant, an unreadable expression flickered over his face. Then the Titan cast an intense gaze her way, holding her in place as her heart hammered and her breath caught. His eyes were blue as crystals, seeming to sparkle, unlike those of any of the genē. Oh, Kroniads and Tethids both most oft had blue eyes, but not like those.

      “Strange,” he said, “how oft a single trait may prove both blessing and curse. Curiosity can serve as both the hallmark of wisdom—and discovery—and as the precipitator of the most painful of falls.”

      Pandora found it hard to swallow under his scrutiny. “Some prices are worth a tumble.”

      “Some,” he agreed, offering her a polite nod, before heading on his way.

      His departure seemed to release a pressure from her chest, and she drew in a deep breath. Titans!

      And if he was right, Zeus would soon return to Atlantis. The very thought of him had her fair trembling with rage and terror and a host of emotions she could not name nor afford to indulge in.

      Pandora had rather had enough of this symposium.
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        211 Golden Age

        (3759 Years Earlier)

      

      

      

      There was a special peace along the seashore at sunset, and Pyrrha had taken to wandering on the beach most nights, her dog Sharvara loping along beside her. Well, beside her unless he caught scent of a seagull flying by, then he’d dash off, rushing even into the Aegean. No matter how many times he chased the birds, Sharvara didn’t seem to realise he’d not catch prey in the air.

      His predictability had her smiling. One could count on dogs. They never changed. They certainly never abandoned their families. For the moment, he stuck by her side, and she nuzzled the back of his neck.

      Looking at the waves, the sun was behind her, glinting off the water so vibrantly it stung to stare too long. Still, she watched, waiting for twilight to seep in. Twilight was the best and worst time.

      At dusk, an invisible weight sloughed off her ten-year-old shoulders and she could breathe more deeply than any other time. She’d leave the bustle and crowds of Thebes behind and walk for hours. Here, she could feel the lines of the World, threading through the land and sea and sky and into her. Sometimes, though, she could see too much in the gathering dark. Shadows on her periphery would grow so thick they seemed almost solid. Or perhaps, sibilant whispers would carry on the wind like a chorus of nonsense.

      Papa told her not to listen, but she could have sworn, a few times, someone was actually speaking to her. But he didn’t understand. If there was someone out here, addressing her, didn’t she need to know who?

      Well, she had come far enough. She plopped down on the sands, and Sharvara immediately lay down beside her, head on her knee. “Somebody needs his ears scratched, huh?” And who was she to deny such an important need?

      For a long time, they sat like that, listening to the waves lap upon the beach, even after the last light of the sun had winked out. It was a new moon tonight, and with the lamps of the harbour district so far off, an extreme darkness had settled upon the shore. Papa would not have approved of her going so far out on a night like this, but Pyrrha couldn’t stand another moment in that stuffy court.

      Oh, sure, Lady Tethys had given them a place to stay after they’d lost her mother. Pyrrha had a home in the court, and Papa told her to have gratitude for that. She tried. But Tethys’s children were … She snickered. “Well, they’re mostly horrible wretches who deserve to be gobbled up by cyclopes, don’t they, boy?” Papa would have castigated her for saying such, but it was true. “If they didn’t want to be scorned, maybe they shouldn’t act like they shit gold.” She shuddered. “And that Hera, bleh!”

      Sharvara whimpered in what Pyrrha chose to take as agreement, and she nuzzled him more. Perhaps they should head back. Papa would worry, after all. This close to the polis there wasn’t much fear of bandits, but tripping in the dark and breaking an ankle wouldn’t do, either.

      Before she could rise, Sharvara lurched to his feet, casting about sharply, ears pricked. A moment later, the dog tucked his tail between his legs and whimpered.

      “Who’s there?” Pyrrha demanded, climbing to her feet. She peered into the gloom but couldn’t see more than five feet ahead. She glanced up at the stars for a brief moment, willing them to offer more light than they did. “Is someone out there?”

      The sensation of a figure moving through the shadows to her left seized her, and she spun. Neither the sliver of moon nor the stars cast enough illumination to make out whatever had drawn her attention.

      Sharvara had begun to tremble beneath her palm. The hair on Pyrrha’s neck and arms stood on end. “Go away …” she whispered.

      She knew she needed to move. Staying here—whether something was out there or not—was a fool’s option. But her feet wouldn’t respond.

      A gasp, as of pain, ushered out from behind her. Pyrrha spun around and saw a fleeting glimpse of a man in the darkness, clad in full battle panoply, his feet dragging in pained shuffles. But he was gone too far in the gloom before her eyes even had time to focus on him.

      She expected Sharvara to growl at the figure, but the dog continued to whimper, not seeming to have seen the man. Finding it hard to swallow, Pyrrha forced herself to back away a few steps. Sharvara did not move. “Come on,” she grated, tightening her grip on his fur and pulling.

      The dog yelped and broke into a wild run, scampering back toward Thebes.

      “Sharvara!” Pyrrha shouted after him. Then she clapped a hand to her mouth, realising she had just given herself away to whoever was out there.

      Where was Papa when she needed him? Where was anyone? Pyrrha wanted to scream, to weep, but could not afford either.

      Not daring to run, Pyrrha continued to back away, toward the harbour. Finally, when she had put enough distance between herself and the site where she’d encountered the soldier, she turned. Behind her stood a bushy-bearded figure too tall to be a Man. He too wore a full panoply, his breastplate encrusted with a dolphin.

      Pyrrha stumbled backward, fell on her arse, and shrieked.

      The Titan gazed down at her, seeming confused by her presence. He opened his mouth to speak, but only a wheezing moan came out. A gaping wound opened out of the back of his throat. A hole, clean through him. The Titan began to reach trembling fingers toward her.

      Shrieking, Pyrrha half ran, half crawled until she managed to gain her feet and break into a dead sprint away from the figure. Tears stung her eyes, further blinding her. Hot wetness ran along her legs. It took her a moment to realise she’d pissed herself.

      Unable to stop her sobs, she blundered back into the harbour, gasping for breath. What in the depths of the Underworld? What had she just seen? She flung herself at the first sailor she came to, a rancid man lounging on a pile of rope, a bowl of wine in his hands.

      “Help me,” she wailed.

      The man looked her up and down and crinkled his nose before shoving her away. “Pissant, I’m trying to drink here.”

      Dazed, Pyrrha found herself wandering the boardwalk, not even knowing what she was about. Only half-aware of herself, she spied Hera and Styx, two of Tethys’s children dangling their legs off a pier. Styx noticed her first and elbowed her elder sister. The pair of them sneered at Pyrrha but rose.

      “I saw a dead man,” Pyrrha yelped.

      Hera snorted, and Styx chuckled. “Just one?” Hera asked. “During the war, hundreds of men died here. They brought them into the city by the cartloads.”

      “H-h-he was still walking,” Pyrrha objected.

      Now the sisters exchanged a glance. “Then he wasn’t dead yet, you dolt!” Styx said and moved to loom over Pyrrha. Styx was twelve and well larger than Pyrrha, while Hera was a woman grown at eighteen. The elder sister folded her arms, denying Pyrrha’s silent pleas to intervene. Pyrrha’s stomach dropped. No one was going to help her, were they? They would watch while this happened?

      Styx shoved Pyrrha. “Did you leave a man to die out there? Didn’t think to call for help?”

      Pyrrha couldn’t get her words to form. “He had a hole in his mouth.”

      “Aye, that’s for eating.” Styx pushed her again. “Little Nymph still doesn’t know what any of her holes are for?” Her voice had taken on a singsongy tone. “Maybe someone can explain it all to her?”

      “Stop it!” Pyrrha shrieked and ducked under the Titan’s arms.

      Or tried. Styx grabbed her, and for a moment they struggled. Pyrrha stomped on her toes.

      “Gah! Bitch!” Styx grabbed her by the hair before Pyrrha could get away. The Titan jerked her backward, sending Pyrrha stumbling off the pier.

      For one horrifying instant she was weightless, flailing. Then the black waters smacked her in the back and obscured even the lamplight from the harbour. Pyrrha thrashed her way to the surface, coughing and sputtering, only to hear Hera and Styx laughing.

      “Maybe the Telkhines will have a use for her,” Hera said.

      “Not even Pontus needs someone as useless as—” Styx began.

      She was interrupted by a snarling bark, and Sharvara collided with Styx, bowling the Titan over onto the pier. A thrill of vindication shot through Pyrrha on hearing the girl scream and shriek.

      Pyrrha swam to the nearest ladder and began to climb. Styx’s cries had grown so pathetic she was wincing before cresting the top. “Sharvara, enough!”

      But she was too late. Hera had seized her dog with Titan strength. While Pyrrha watched, Hera slammed Sharvara down over her knee, snapping the dog’s spine. Then, with one hand, Hera tossed Sharvara out into the waters like her precious pet was a dirty rag.

      “No!” Pyrrha gasped.

      It was too late, she knew, but she dove into the sea once more, grabbing her beloved companion. Sharvara was still by the time Pyrrha managed to get him onto the dock. The dog offered up a last trembling breath, and then no more.

      Throwing herself over the animal, Pyrrha wailed. The lamplight around her flickered and dimmed, and colour seemed to bleed out of it. The lamp’s orange warmth faded into a cold aquamarine colour, and before Pyrrha’s eyes, the World warped, angles becoming too sharp. The buildings in the harbour twisted, as if doubled over in pain. A mist wafted in over the waves, though she had not seen it before now.

      A fell chill seized her, had her shivering.

      Beneath her, she felt Sharvara move once more.

      Alive? Could he be alive?

      As she rose, some translucent vapour flittered out of the animal and seeped into the ground.

      Now, looking about, she saw soldiers here, their armour and weapons stained with blood. Some had empty, hollow eyes and moved as if dazed. Others rushed about, seeming intent to engage an enemy she could not see.

      What was happening to her? What in the whole vile Underworld was happening?

      Another figure ran toward her, shadowy and indistinct, as though viewed through a curtain of water. The figure vaulted crates then made an impossible leap from one pier to the next, to land beside her. He grasped her face, but his touch felt subdued, as if through a woollen blanket.

      “Pyrrha …” Her name was almost incomprehensible, an echo carried to her from far away, borne upon a whispering wind. “Pyrrha …”

      The grip tightened, became more substantial. Slowly, his features solidified into the face of her father, his crystal blue eyes glinting in the returned light of the hanging lamps. The chill faded with the return of light, and Pyrrha slipped into her father’s arms, wracked by sobs. “Sharvara …”

      His comforting hand stroked the back of her head. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry about him, Pyrrha.”

      Pyrrha pushed away to stare at his face. “Hera murdered him!”

      While she expected him to blanch at her accusation, Papa instead just nodded in understanding. “Are you all right?”

      Oh. Oh … “I-I saw … I don’t even know, Papa.” First the terror at the beach, and then … She swallowed, realising she had begun to tremble despite the return of warmth to the night. “Everything turned grey and blue and so very cold, Papa.”

      Something—pain, maybe—washed over his face for a bare instant, then he hefted her up in his arms as though she were still a tiny thing. Pyrrha couldn’t remember the last time he’d carried her thus, but tonight, she cradled her head against his warm chest and shut her eyes.

      When next she opened them, Papa was laying her down in her own bed. The room was dark, lit only by an oil lamp out in the hall, and she could almost swear the shadows moved once more. Flickers of what she’d seen raced through her mind, and Pyrrha snatched Papa’s hand rather than let him go.

      “Am I going mad?”

      “No,” he said, settling down on the end of the bed beside her. “Though those of narrow minds may not be able to tell the difference, and that is a burden you will forever bear.”

      She refused to release her grip upon him. “What’s happening to me?” He knew something, that much was clear. Sometimes, she thought Papa knew everything. Maybe all Papas did.

      Papa glanced at the door and held up a finger in silent promise of his return before extricating his hand. He grabbed a candle and slipped outside a moment to light it. When he returned, he shut the door behind him. His words were meant for no ears save hers, and a flutter of excitement raced through her chest at the thought.

      How she loved secrets!

      He set the candle down on a shelf beside her bed, then settled back into his spot on the end. The urge to cuddle in his arms, as she had done for his stories since she was a babe, it came upon her, but something in his stiff posture seemed to forbid it.

      “What is it, Papa?”

      He sighed, rubbing his brow. “Some people have very special minds, Love. These people can catch glimpses of the greater Truth of the World, what scholars call the Ontos. Some can use this to see into the future, and we call them Oracles. But the ability, the Sight, it can manifest in many ways. Others, mediums like you, can see through the Veil that separates our World from the next.”

      A fresh surge of panic welled up in her, tightening her stomach into knots. “T-the Underworld?”

      Her father nodded grimly. “The edge of that Realm we call the Penumbra, for it is like a shadow of this one. And, it seems, you have looked into it.”

      “It was … horrible.” And yet far too thrilling. “I saw dead men.”

      Papa frowned, taking her hand. “Perhaps you saw mere phantom echoes imprinted upon that Realm by strong emotion. Or perhaps you beheld actual shades, wandering in torment. If so … Pyrrha, if you can see them, they too can see you. That is why you must avoid looking across the Veil. You are not prepared for what you might draw to you.”

      See her? Yes, it certainly seemed the ghost had seen her too. The one on the beach had actually reached for her. But this ability made her special, different than the others, and Papa wanted her to ignore it? Wish it away?

      “What is the Veil?” she pushed.

      “An etheric membrane that impedes beings from the Underworld from entering the Mortal Realm.”

      That sounded like a bunch of nonsense words, and Pyrrha withdrew her hand just so she could fold her arms over her chest and make her dissatisfaction clear. Papa could always tell, anyway, but sometimes a girl had to make her point.

      “Love, listen to me, I beseech you. You cannot begin to imagine the danger you invite in when crossing between Realms, even with just a piece of your soul.” Her soul? “Leave the dead be and remain tethered in this world.”

      Pyrrha huffed, but reluctantly nodded. Papa clearly wasn’t going to support her nurturing this gift, which meant she’d need to conceal any further investigation from him. Tethys had a library, and perhaps that would hold more information about ghosts and the Underworld.

      But let it go? No, that was impossible. All her life, Pyrrha had been a small child, harried by the princes and princesses of Thebes. Alone save for poor Sharvara.

      This Sight, as Papa called it, however terrifying, meant she mattered. A person couldn’t give that up.

      Not for the World.
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      Two days had passed since the Pleiades’ symposium, and, even pacing about Dardanus’s estate, Pandora found herself haunted by those crystal blue eyes that seemed to glimpse into her soul. She saw their echo in the fountain in the atrium, glinting in the sunlight. She picked up hints of them in the vibrant fresco that decorated the back wall beyond the columns encompassing this atrium. She found herself, on more than one occasion, glancing about as if that Titan might yet be looking upon her.

      “Well?” Dardanus demanded. She’d been hired to teach him rhetoric, though the bastard son of Zeus and Elektra spent almost as much time ogling her arse and tits as he did focused upon logic. A fact clearly not lost upon his young wife, Bateia, who perpetually happened to stroll by the atrium so she might cast withering glances upon Pandora.

      Or perhaps the Ilian princess merely resented the freedom afforded to hetairai. Bateia had probably never even been allowed to leave her house grounds since her marriage, so Pandora could not judge her too harshly. Even if her ire grew tedious.

      “Well what?” Pandora asked, mind racing to catch up with whatever Dardanus had just said. Alexis’s supposed refutation of Urania’s Utopia. “You’re still stumbling over the fallacy of the converse. The breakdown of social class systems is a necessary condition of her ideal state, not a sufficient one to satisfy Urania’s requirements. More generally, that sort of verbal trickery may convince the mob, but anyone looking at your arguments dispassionately will eviscerate you in debate.”

      The man actually glared at her, his father’s arrogance shining through his convivial facade. As if it were her fault he lacked the wit for debate while fancying himself a scholar. Elektra herself had hired her—Pandora knew her own reputation—on one of the Pleiad’s visits to the polis. ‘Teach my son languages and philosophy and mathematics,’ she’d ordered, and—though Pandora would have loved to reject her given Dardanus’s father—she could not afford to say no.

      Not so unlike her dealings with Elektra’s sister.

      But, though her mother wanted the best possible tutors for her son, Pandora suspected that, not unlike many in his position, Dardanus chafed at learning aught from a woman.

      “Let’s try something else for today,” Pandora said, suppressing a sigh. One simply did not express disappointment to the aristoi. One did not say, ‘Perhaps if you spent a bit more time with the scrolls and less gazing at arses, you would be able to form a coherent thought.’ There were a great many things one did not say. Not if one wanted to remain healthy, hale, and employed. “Have you been practicing your Phoenikian?”

      Dardanus, on the other hand, actively groaned. “Is it not the most tediously dull language in the Thalassa?”

      “They invented the alphabet.”

      “You would say that. You’re from there, aren’t you, metic?”

      “Yes.” With her deep complexion, she might as easily have passed for an Atlantid—save the golden eyes—but she was well known as a foreigner. It was, she supposed, part of the allure for men seeking to bed her. “But as I also speak Elládosi, Kemetian, Rassenian, Neshian, and a fair bit of Nusantaran, I daresay I am versed enough in linguistics from around the Thalassa to offer the opinion that no language is dull or useless.” Unlike some men.

      And her affinity for languages was one of her strongest gifts, though one she’d mostly had to develop without any formal instruction.

      Dardanus had the decency to look shamefaced and recognise he’d been castigated without her actually crossing any lines. He fell into recitation of Sikarbaal with admirable effort, though Pandora imagined he had not the first clue what the philosopher meant in his writings.

      It was just as well, in fact, for it meant she needed to listen only to the shape of the words, not their substance. Well, because her mind kept drifting back to the symposium and Kelaino’s damn uncle, the Titan who had looked at her as though he knew all her secrets.

      If there was one truth that ever guided her life it was this: the very existence of mysteries demanded someone solve them.
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      When she had finished with Dardanus, Pandora made her way back into Atlantis’s middle ring. The royal island, Atlantis’s acropolis, lay at the city’s heart, formed by the inner of two concentric canals that ran down from the mountains. Smaller canals bisected the great ones, creating districts within the middle ring.

      It was in this central band where Pandora had purchased her modest home by the outer canal. She stopped there only long enough to freshen up, though. A peacock had alighted in her tiny yard, so she scattered some breadcrumbs for the beautiful bird. Feeding them meant they returned oft and gave her something wondrous to study. The grace of their forms was its own fascination, but she had also been working to paint a fresco in the perfect likeness of a peacock and could not pass any opportunity to examine the tail patterns.

      She had heard that the Olympian, Hera, bred a flock of peacocks and kept them within the palace walls of Olympus. Loathe as Pandora would be to ever be within a league of Zeus, she would love to see that.

      After a few moments watching the bird, she departed and crossed one of the soaring stone bridges that connected to the outer city.

      So far as she’d gathered, Prometheus had not taken residence in the royal palace, as she might have expected, nor in any of the other estates in the acropolis. Most visiting aristoi, Man or Titan, would have called upon friends in the city for a place to stay. If he had not done so—and yet remained in the polis—she could only imagine he must have kept a room in one of the few guesthouses in Atlantis.

      All those she knew of lay in the harbour district, southeast of the city. Perhaps the Titan had fled Atlantis already, and if so, her whole walk would prove fruitless. But she had the afternoon free and, if there was any chance of understanding the enigma he’d presented, she had to take it. It had been too long since something truly unknown had crossed her path. Pandora could never turn down a puzzle, a chance to unravel a mystery, to answer the siren call of the new and break the tedium of the prosaic.

      Maybe he’d not speak to her. Maybe he’d even grow irate. Vexed Titans were a terrifying sight, yes, and the thought had a slight sweat trickling down her lower back. But she’d learn naught if she didn’t try.

      Out in the harbour district, overlooking the ships, stood a massive statue of Atlas, namesake and founder of Atlantis. The story went that Zeus had bound him in Tartarus, condemning him to support the weight of the heavens upon his shoulders. To honour their father, the Pleiades had erected a fifty-feet tall statue of Atlas, hefting the World proudly. Sometimes, Pandora had wondered whether Zeus saw this monument as petty defiance. If so, he’d never forced them to take it down.

      She strolled the harbour, watching the biremes and triremes sailing in. Some were Phoenikian, of course, and maybe she could have paid for passage back to Tyros. But it wasn’t her home anymore, and she couldn’t imagine any special welcome awaited her in Agenor’s court. Twenty years she’d been gone, and Atlantis was her home.

      With a last glance at the ships, Pandora turned about. She had to imagine that, were a Titan to stay in a guesthouse, only the posh Bay of Dreams would do, so she headed there first. The place offered several rooms—she’d seen one with a client, actually—and a covered portico for dining, one floor up. The portico extended out over the bay, supported by marmoreal columns cut from local stone. A curved staircase allowed access to the dining segment without heading inside, so she made her way upstairs.

      The Titan, Prometheus, did indeed sit at a table there, sipping wine from a bowl and staring not at the bay, as most guests would have, but at a smouldering brazier between the tables. He had shoulder-length auburn hair, skin perhaps a shade lighter than her own, and, like so many Titans, a chiseled build most sculptors would have drooled over.

      Well, she had not come all this way to feign demureness, had she? Nor did Prometheus strike her as the type to require such. Instead, she brazenly slipped into the seat across from him.

      The Titan startled from whatever he saw in the flames—if he taught Man pyromancy, surely he must practice it himself—and fitted her with his soul-scouring gaze once more. As if he looked into the depths of her heart, of her innermost secret self, and read it like a papyrus roll. The moment was dread and shuddering, masochistic delight all rolled up into one.

      “You were staring at me the other night,” Pandora said, trying her best to keep her voice level, indifferent even.

      The Titan’s gaze relaxed a hair, and a hint of a smile tugged at the edge of his mouth. “You were spying upon me and Kelaino for rather longer than the time I afforded to inspect you. It would seem to me, yours is the greater invasion of privacy.”

      Pandora flushed, though she willed it away immediately. “Does my regard so unnerve you, Titan?”

      “It refreshes.”

      She leaned back in her chair. What did one say to that? Or was it merely another man’s vanity, always eager to try to win her affections? As if they weren’t for sale. As if they weren’t priceless and unattainable. “I’m Pandora.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      Well, that was news. Her reputation—or infamy among female citizenry—had spread throughout the polis, for certain, but to learn it had reached one who so rarely visited … Come far and wide, one and all, to see the Phoenikian hetaira. Come wonder at her gifts and the precious treasure between her thighs. Pandora found herself fighting not to grind her teeth. That he should have heard of her was not a fault in him, but still …

      “You seem torn,” he said, then motioned for a serving girl to bring another bowl of wine. “You are forever at war with yourself, are you not? There is the part of you that chafes at the sheer inequity of life and the workings of Ananke, and the part of you that strives ever to bury the other. To convince the World and, most of all, yourself that you cannot be broken. That hope must forever endure.”

      Pandora gaped at him, felt scraped raw at having someone read her so thoroughly, naked despite her clothes. At having hidden parts of herself exposed to light. She couldn’t think of what to say and was saved from having to when the servant brought the bowl of wine and offered it to her. Snatching it up, she chugged the better part of the bowl in one swig, then let it clatter upon the table.

      “Ananke.” She swallowed. “So you lay the blame for all wrongs in the World upon Fate?”

      Prometheus steepled his fingers. “Every moment of time is predicated upon that which has come before. Even your own thoughts are born from your history and nature. That nature results from your parents. Endless causal chains stretching into infinity.”

      “So everything is determined.” She’d read such arguments before, not least in Polyhymnia.

      “Reasons. Causality. But even if that’s true, that does not abrogate one from responsibility for one’s choices. Of course they have reasons, all choices have reasons. But unless the reason is madness, a person still made his—or her—choice.”

      She knew how this went. “But if you cannot change your choices?”

      “You cannot change the choices in your past, can you? Does that mean you did not make them? So why should future choice be so very different?”

      Pandora felt the smile creeping upon her face. How rare to converse with one who could keep up, even challenge her. How precious to debate when she didn’t have to explain both sides to the other person. “It all seems rather convenient. You get to maintain Ananke governs everything in the World, and yet can still hold people responsible for their actions, though they could not have taken other ones.”

      His brow drew up in barely perceptible tension. “If you think Fate convenient, you have not yet felt the true weight of its grasp upon your neck.”

      Spoken like a man—a Titan, rather—who had felt it. Had been crushed by it. Still, Pandora found that hard to credit. The Titans ruled the whole of this world as godlike immortals. Through Ambrosia, who even knew how long they lived. The Titanomachy was nigh sixteen centuries ago, and Prometheus seemed to have lived long before that. Some tales claimed he’d fought alongside Kronos to help end the Time of Nyx. “Before you go bemoaning Fate, perhaps you ought to try living as a woman for a while. A mortal woman.”

      “A person can offer empathy even to those whose lives they cannot truly understand.”

      “Do you?” she demanded.

      “Understand? Or offer empathy?”

      Pandora sipped the last of the wine, swishing it around her mouth, uncertain how to answer. Would either his understanding or empathy make the least difference? Maybe it would. Somehow, though, she felt disinclined to talk over it further. It was like poking at a scab before it was ready to peel off. She chose her next words with care. “Will Zeus really come here? Will he act against the Pleiades?”

      He shut his eyes just longer than a blink. “You do not hide your loathing well.”

      Rather than let herself wince, Pandora fell stock still. Did he know something about her past? Or did he merely read her disdain for the Olympian King from her features? Either way, he’d turned this around, made it about her, and thus, trod into waters she wasn’t willing to sail.

      “Perhaps I should leave.”

      “Wait,” he said, laying his hand upon hers, sending a thrill of warmth running up her arm. “There’s a drama at the Atlantis Amphitheatre starting soon. I was about to go. Let me buy you a ticket.”

      “Why?” Not that she would refuse. She so rarely indulged, much as she enjoyed the theatre. She always had to try to save as many drachmae as she could. But a chance to see it without paying … and wasn’t it Kalliope’s Fall of Khione?

      “Because I enjoyed our conversation, and pleasant company should be savoured.”

      She felt heat rising to her cheeks once more and pulled her hand free. How could she refuse, indeed?
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      The Amphitheatre lay in the Leukippe District, beneath the mountains. Carved stone seats could sit thousands upon thousands of spectators for these festival dramas, though good seats, like the ones Prometheus bought by the stage, were quite expensive. Oh, the acoustics meant spectators could hear from anywhere in the theatre. The architects had carved it so perfectly those sitting in the highest rows could—if the crowd was silent—pick up the clatter of a drachma falling centre stage.

      But from up there, the view was just not the same.

      Prometheus chatted with her amiably while they awaited the start of the show, speaking of events around the Thalassa, even into far Phoenikia. He traveled all over and shared knowledge from his journeys freely. More, he spoke to her as though she were his equal, not some lesser species. Or lesser gender. When was the last time a man had looked at her as better than a commodity? Was it her uncles, torn from her when she was but five years old? Had she held the least respect since then?

      Then the actors took the stage, and all fell silent. Pandora listened to the chorus intone about how Atlas had begun the Ambrosial War by trying to seize control of all Ambrosia, which flowed from this very island. The main actors then began—only three of them—with men playing even the female Titans Artemis and Khione the Snow Queen, as well the Titan Helios.

      Kalliope had apparently dramatised a story Pandora knew only in song, of Khione’s assault upon the polis of Helion. She had somehow blanketed the city in snow, for which the crew showered what looked more like sand upon the stage. Then Artemis, Helios’s daughter, had hunted Khione and slain her, saving the city from winter and death.

      It was, more like than not, based upon some kernel of truth. “Do you think it really happened?” she found herself asking as they rose from their seats.

      “Not exactly like that,” Prometheus answered.

      The way he said that had Pandora faltering, looking over her shoulder at him. “You were there.”

      “Hmm.”

      Thousands of years ago. Gods, she didn’t even know how many thousands of years. Was it four thousand? She had seen that, once. The Ambrosial War was mostly considered legend. Yes, many historians agreed it had happened, but details were scant, and those who experienced it said little of the lost Golden Age. It was before the time of the Muses, and thus even their writings offered but speculation.

      When the drama had finished, they paused atop the steps, Pandora watching Prometheus, who seemed focused on the departing audience. “Thank you,” she said.

      He turned, offering her a smile in return. “May I give you some advice, Pandora? When Zeus comes here, if you see him, guard your feelings. If a man like that sees your antipathy, he will play on it for the perverse joy of enhancing it. You do not want his attention.”

      Oh, that was one thing Pandora knew better than most any other. She had seen the cataclysm of Zeus’s wandering eye.
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