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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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it.”

        —Jean de La Fontaine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dark Faerie Era, Dark Age

      

      

      

      A deluge of war and blood swept across the World, and Aodh found himself no longer able to doubt the time had come for an Eschaton. Though his gambit had allowed Man to persist for thousands of years beyond his otherwise allotted time, still, the thought of the price come due churned Aodh’s gut.

      Would bearing such—the knowledge that this manifold death fell at his feet—grow easier with each revolution or yet more unbearable as eons of guilt choked him?

      Oh, when Man had risen against the cities of Dark Faerie and the druids had created therianthropic bloodlines, he had thought perhaps the Eschaton upon them then. But they had broken Falias and the other cities, and the Earth had endured a time more.

      Aodh no longer knew who was right and if there was even such a thing as right anymore.

      So he walked this lush green island, trying without much avail to revel in sylvan expanses that must teem with faeries. If the Children of Danu took note of his presence, they gave no sign, and Aodh made his way deeper into the woodland, wending between oak and ash until, at last, he came unto the grove. At its heart poked through a gnarled, massive root of the Tree of Life. From its power, the druids would work the Art and change the World.

      And Aodh would let them, despite himself, for he could not gauge if weal or woe would come from all this.

      Latsatian—Donn, now—seeming far too comfortable in his druid’s robes, turned at Aodh’s approach, though Aodh would have sworn he made no sound moving through the forest. Certainly none that could be heard over the ruckus of a nearby cataract pitching down onto the rocks and joining the burbling brook that ran just outside the grove.

      The druids had erected stone monoliths to demarcate a circle of power, turning faerie tactics against them. Aodh had always considered sorcery the last resort of the desperate. It was, in the end, drawn from the forces that formed a tainted World and thus drew back to foulness, perpetuating a sick circle of corruption. Khaos was the fire that became its own fuel.

      Other druids continued their preparations for the ritual they intended to enact this night.

      Donn paused to clap a warrior—Camulus they were calling him now, though this Destroyer seemed to have gone through almost as many names as Aodh himself—upon the shoulder. Camulus, too, looked to Aodh with haunted eyes and, perhaps, a hint of accusation at all that had passed and what he must now endure.

      It was … Aodh’s fault, of course. The Destroyer must suffer once more. So many times more.

      Donn flowed through the glade as if a part of it, taking Aodh’s wrist to lead him away, out of earshot from those he guided—or deluded—until they stood before the brook, watching the last rays of sunlight glint off the waters.

      “I was not sure if you would come,” Donn said, when the moment stretched on longer than either of them could bear. “Sequana told me of the things you showed her. Confirmed for her.”

      Aodh inclined his head, hardly knowing what to say to that. In a moment of passion, pain, and desperation, he had allowed her to see some fragmentary glimpse of the Ontos. He had gifted her—damned her—with the knowledge, while she dared to hope that Gnosis would prove salvation for Mankind. As if they could see it. As if they could fathom it. But whatever he gave them, he could not help but fear they would twist it to fit their views rather than take the harder route of altering their conceptions to fit the knowledge they gained.

      “She drew you into her quest for Gnosis, then.”

      Donn nodded. “Kratu first, of course. But she told me, and I believed.” He raised his empty hand, showing the lack of orichalcum ring binding him to the Archons.

      Why was it not more relief to see his erstwhile brethren freeing themselves from their chains? Perhaps because they still could not see the more unbreakable fetters that bound them. Even if loosed from direct bonds to the Archons, they remained fettered by the far stronger chains of Fate. By the Wheel of Fate that was, itself, formed from the Wheel of Life and the loathsome Wheel of History, that one which Aodh himself had helped set spinning. Which he now kept spinning.

      They were all damned, and he kept deluding himself that they could be saved.

      “If you enact your plan,” Aodh said, “you will pay a price for it.”

      Donn huffed. “Your visions told you that?”

      Aodh said naught because it didn’t matter. That he had seen Donn do this meant the fallen Watcher would do it and would suffer for it as Aodh had foreseen. His attempts to dissuade the man now were doomed to failure. They were, he knew, petty attempts to assuage his own conscience at letting anyone suffer such an end as lay before Donn. And being petty, they failed to achieve either aim. Aodh did not know why he had bothered coming here at all; he was powerless to help anyone here.

      Donn grabbed him and spun him around to look him in the eye. “What would you have me do, Matarśivan? Shall I stand by and let Danu’s brood ravage Mankind from now until the end of time? Especially knowing that hint of the Ontos, how can I? These beings serve the very parasitic Elder Gods you taught us to abhor. Whether they know it or not, whether they will it or not, they are tied to the putrid essences of the Archons.”

      “True,” Aodh admitted. The faeries carried forth Archon agendas with Archon-infused power.

      “Falias is in ruins, but still these abominations remain. I will break their grasp upon this world and thus better the whole of the World. When I am a done, a Veil will encircle the Mortal Realm, and these faeries shan’t be able to touch us again. No one will further step between Realms and drag the children of Men into the night, screaming for lost mothers. Otherwordly dangers shall no longer stalk dark woods. What if I could end the very Wild Hunt?” He huffed again, steadying himself. “If I refuse the price to myself, is that not mere self-interest?”

      Oh, Aodh knew quite a great deal about taking up an unbearable burden for the betterment of Man.

      “You won’t stop me,” Donn said.

      “No, old friend.” No, this was more the farewell, for Donn—as he was—could not survive his plan. Nor did Aodh mention the thousand Men whom Donn must sacrifice to enact the most awesome sorcery ever wrought.

      Men like poor Camulus.

      All died now, perhaps, because of Aodh. Because he had judged the cycle of Eschatons the only alternative to the worse end he had foreseen. Even if it but delayed the inevitable.

      Unable to bear to watch, Aodh waded through the brook, away from the glade. His pyromantic visions had told him well enough what would unfold. This place would become a charnel house, and those he cared for would die to buy the World another Era.

      But this one had proven worse than its predecessor, and Aodh could not shake the fear the next would prove more dire still. Was that then the course he had set the Earth upon, to spiral ever downward into greater Darkness until, by the end of it all, the distinction between life and the horror he sought to avert became one of precarious semantics?

      If he tried to explain, would they listen? Mostlike not, nor could he afford to allow them to falter in their course. This was the gambit. Even should he somehow spoil Donn’s plans, should he save him and perhaps this world, the end result would be the wakening of the Hidden God and the consumption of all the cosmos.

      The death of one world to buy the next and forestall the final end.

      So, wracked with guilt that twisted his chest into vicious knots, he knelt amid roots of the forest and prepared himself. And if he beat impotent fists against the roots, there were none there to see his self-recriminations nor witness the tears that welled in his Fate-touched eyes.

      With those eyes shut, he felt it as the sun set. As the night drew on.

      He was far enough away not to hear the Supernal cants, and considered himself blessed for that, though the anticipation was almost too much⁠—

      A rush of pressure washed over him, forcing him to look. The World shuddered. The air trembled. His ears popped.

      And a cascade of ripples inundated him, suffocating him, dimming his vision at the edges. Drowning him in arcane import that would have ripped Donn apart and transformed him into a new kind of horror, one consumed by bloodthirst.

      And the Earth itself shook and quivered, threatening to crack asunder as it was torn from its rotation, thrown askew by forces the druids had not comprehended.

      It was done … The World was forever changed.

      And he had let it happen. Again.
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      For stories pieced together by those rare intrepid souls who—driven by wanderlust or thirst for adventure—dare trek beyond lands known, we can infer four great continents comprise Gaia. Our lands lie within the central ranges of the vast span of Kêr-Ys. Across the sea, one finds our closest neighbour, Kumari Kandam, a land of steppes and deserts and dark, trackless jungles. There is distant Hy-Brasil, known for strange shores and stranger still customs. And farthest of all lies mysterious Mu, of which we know only from the Nusantara sailors that sometimes voyage to Phoenikia.

      — Kleio, Analects of the Muses
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            PANDORA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        384 Dark Age

      

      

      

      A nebulous path of flowing smoke and grasping shadows spread out before Pandora, funnelling her toward a cliff. Though she could see the lights of distant torches, their glows seemed muted, unreachable. The sea smashed over the cliff, again and again, as if intent to shatter stone with its relentless anger. Behind her, the smoke formed up into a barrier, one ever encroaching upon her, forcing her toward the precipice. There was naught for it save to stride toward her ending. She knew, if the smoke engulfed her, it would devour her, body and soul. If she fell from the cliff, she would break upon the rocks or drown in the churning deeps.

      And still, onward she pressed, bound for her doom. Always, always toward her doom.

      The walls of smoke flickered on one side, and from it strode an inchoate image of a man, his form hazy but crackling with energies.

      “Morpheus …” Pandora rasped, her words choked out as smoke strove to find a way into her lungs. He had found her, but in the turbulent hold of dreams, her mind could not parse the circumstances of the how.

      “I warned you to desist in your pointless defiance of Fate.” Slivers of stone rose like earthen worms and coiled about her legs and abdomen, holding her in place.

      Still, despite her powerlessness here in the dream, Pandora found the strength to laugh at him. “Were it so futile as you claim, it would not so vex you or force you to strive so hard against me. Your very efforts only reinforce my convictions. You and the Anunnaki, the Unseen Order, Mithra, the Moirai. All of you are so desperate to stop me from interfering. And yet you would have me believe I have no chance of success?”

      “You fall prey to the Gnostic sin, it seems.”

      Oh, Pandora had little love for the Gnostics who had so long held her imprisoned. Still, had they come to her under other circumstances, had they striven to become her allies rather than her captors, she might have found common cause with them. She might, if Ananke had proved kinder than it ever seemed to, have even liked Kronos and his ilk. “Get your tortures over with, oneiromancer. I cannot imagine they will prove as tedious as another debate with one so doggedly entrenched in his ideas.”

      Morpheus strode closer, his form turning solid, taking on his usual aspect. “Are you any less devoted to your own ideals? Do you not worship upon the fool’s idol of free will, as if such an ephemeral illusion might have aught to offer you save perpetual disappointments? Surrender to Fate, Pandora, and embrace the freedom of the soul that comes with acknowledging your will is not, has never been, your own. You cannot even control your own thoughts, born as they are from causes beyond yourself.”

      She wheezed out a weary sigh. Despite her taunts, she dreaded whatever agonies he would visit upon her. Even experienced but a single time, his tortures had left her ravaged and haunted for months afterward. Now, two years since, still sometimes she awoke in a fright and in dread of him. Perhaps, even, her fears had been what alerted him to her presence now, centuries after he had last found her.

      “I’ve no wish to visit harm upon you,” Morpheus said. “You have but to submit to the will of the Moirai, and all is forgiven.”

      “No.” He called it defiance, and she supposed it was. She had tried appeals of logic, of hope, and of humanity, but none had reached this man. In the end, it came down to choice. Perhaps his words held truth, and even that choice of hers was spawned in the events that had shaped her. But that, to Pandora’s mind, did not mean she was, in fact, any less her.

      “Oh, sweet girl.” Morpheus ran fingers along her cheek in an almost affectionate gesture. She might have expected such a tactic to be laced with some predatory lasciviousness, for men so oft turned to such threats against women they could not otherwise cow. But the way he touched her didn’t feel sexual so much as conciliatory. “I tried to spare you, Pandora. But you have their attention now, and they will not be so gentle as I have been.”

      She groaned. “One more attempt to get me to fear you and yours.” Though he seemed in earnest.

      He shook his head. “If you chance to dream again, perhaps we might try this conversation once more. Mayhap I can still spare you.”

      Abruptly, the binding earth fell away from her, and Pandora was tumbling, the whole cliff giving way. For an agonising instant, she was free-falling, plummeting toward the sea.
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      She awoke with a start, then hit the ground hard, landing on her left shoulder. Were it not for the Phoenix Pneuma coursing through her body, she’d probably have dislocated it on impact. She had, whilst falling in the dream, tumbled out of the tree branch on which she’d slept. For a moment, she lay there, groaning, taking in the burning light of dawn as it broke over the plains and spilled onto the Hursag Mountains.

      After a moment more, she pushed herself up on her arms, gentle with her left one. “Dammit, Morpheus.”

      For nigh two years she’d lived in Mugedang with Prometheus. With her husband. That thought brought a smile even through the grimace of pain as she rose. They had their home, a comfortable house of bent wood they had constructed together not long after the wedding. They built it away from the city, upon a hill by the sea. Most days, her husband went to Mugedang and embroiled himself in the politics of the Queens of Mu, whilst Pandora busied herself researching the Unseen Order.

      At least as much as she could do so on Mu. They had agents here, of that she was certain, but she they seemed strongest on Kumari Kandam. Still, her studies had uncovered a connection between the Anunnaki and the Hursag Mountains. At some point or other, the bloodline had built a stronghold amid these peaks. It was a place feared by the locals of the Dreaming Lands, she had heard, though few in Mugedang had ever heard of it or knew much about these southern peaks. Lilinoe had been here, though, had climbed these mountains, and though she had not visited the Anunnaki stronghold, she had seen it on a far slope. The queen had warned Pandora it was a place best avoided, claiming it haunted by ghosts of old, but Pandora needed every piece of knowledge available to her.

      So she’d travelled a long way to reach the mountains, hoping for a lead. As far as she could, she’d skirted the coast in a tiny outrigger—Prometheus had taught her to sail one in their first year living here and she had taken to racing Pokoharau on occasion—and when she could bring the boat no further, she beached it and began the climb.

      Higher, she could see where the peaks were encircled in rings of white. Up there, the trees vanished, and she would have little shelter. Knowing that, she’d thought it best to manage a full night’s sleep and start the climb fresh, hopefully reaching the Anunnaki redoubt before nightfall. She had not counted upon a visit from the oneiromancer, nor on it sending her spilling out of her resting place.

      She worked her sore shoulder in slow rotations, staring at the slope she’d need to climb this day. It ran steep, and rugged, almost sheer in places. And that was before she crossed the snow line and would have to deal with years of packed ice and loose powder making things even more treacherous. Still, delaying would not bring the summit any closer. She paused long enough to relieve herself, to gnaw on some dried pork she’d packed from Mugedang, and to wash her face in a mountain stream.

      Then it was for the climb.
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      Hand over hand, ever upward, she worked her way along the cliff. Despite the chill, sweat dribbled over her brow, oft running into her eyes and stinging them. When she reached a shelf above, Pandora heaved herself onto it, rolling to one side and panting. At some point, this had all seemed like a good idea. She was certain it had seemed prudent before she started.

      She could have burnt through Pneuma to manifest fiery wings and launch herself skyward, but if she encountered trouble, she might want that Pneuma to defend herself. Besides which, she didn’t necessarily want to confront the Anunnaki, if any remained, having burnt off her kebaya and left herself clad in naught save a sarong skirt. And all that was assuming her wild flights even carried her to a safe landing. No, it was climbing for her. A little further, and she’d reach the snow line.

      “A bit more,” she told herself. As if the frozen peaks would be the easy part.
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      The Anunnaki redoubt looked, to Pandora’s eyes, more like some ancient temple than a fortress. It was framed by vast, snow-covered stone gates. The sides of the gates were free standing, not joined in the middle, each one a multi-tiered carving, though the rime obscured the details.

      Beyond, the temple was chiseled right into the mountainside. An overhang created a roofed portico, with domes rising from that roof. From most of the domes jutted an almost oblong point that narrowed at the top. Perhaps they had all featured such, but some had broken away with time. A hundred feet or so past the gates, a steep, ice-crusted ramp ran up to a landing where the cave entrance was. Below the ramp, the rock was cut away in terraces, an effect that reminded her somewhat of the ziggurats of Babilim, though these seemed older. Timeless, in fact.

      Careful of her footing on the ice-slicked ramp, she managed to pick her way toward the entrance. Faint, flickering firelight glinted within, making plain that, outward appearances aside, this place was not quite abandoned. Last Pandora checked, ghosts did not tend to light lamps or braziers.

      On the landing, her breath frosted the air, her panting seeming to echo off the cavernous hall beyond the doorway. It was vast, indeed, supported by circular columns graven with fading pictographs. The only source of light came from a wide fire pit, its dwindling flame failing to adumbrate much of the vestibule she found herself within. A short wall, a hair wider than her arm span, acted as a room divider. It too was carved, the geometric symbols perhaps astrological in nature. Beyond the wall rose a tremendous statue of a bearded man, his palms spread open.

      Pandora had not wanted to give herself away too soon, but she needed to see this place for what it was, so she snapped her fingers, sparking a candle flame into her palm. The fire she held closer to the wall carvings, tracing a finger of her other hand along the crumbling grooves. Years of dust and grime came away at her prodding, making the design somewhat clearer, though she no doubt knocked away some of the base stone as well.

      With the dust cleared, she could see the arcs formed two intersecting circles within the scope of a greater circle. Lines radiated out of each, connecting everything in a vast, complex web.

      This was not just an astrological observation. This was a pictorial representation of the Wheel of Fate. At the sound of footfalls on stone, she jerked away, blazing her flame into a full torch. The man who came into view was no Muian. Rather, he had a Kandamian aspect to him, dark haired and with a thick, oiled beard. He bore a strange cap topped by numerous horns that might have come from oxen. By his height, he was clearly of Titan blood.

      “In dreams,” the Titan said, “he said you would come to us. Thus forewarned are we, about you who would side with the misguided Gnostics.” At the fringes, she saw two more Titans stalk closer, one with a naked akinakes in hand. The other bore an iron-studded club, though neither man yet hefted their weapons.

      “I come but to talk,” Pandora said, raising her hands to show they were empty. The gesture was, perhaps, somewhat weakened by the flame still blazing in her left palm. “I am Pandora.”

      “Nunamnir,” the man said, a hand to his chest, “though perhaps you have heard of me by the name given me in Nineveh: Enlil.” Pandora had to stop herself from drawing a sharp breath. She stood in the presence of one of the very patriarchs of the Anunnaki bloodline. Which meant, she thought, she might have overshot her information gathering mission here by a hair or so. “My son, Suen,” Nunamnir said, indicating the man with the sword. “And this is Tishpak,” he said, when the club-wielder edged in too close for her comfort.

      Nunamnir made no further threatening move, though he need not, considering Tishpak seemed intent to convey all the threats for him, in posture and in visage. “So,” Nunamnir said. “You come to talk.”

      Pandora swallowed and nodded, grateful no one had attacked her as yet. She might be able to overcome one or two of them. She misliked her odds against all three, especially given Nunamnir himself had plainly survived many millennia of life. “Which ties bind you to the Unseen Order? What connection holds betwixt them and the Anunnaki?”

      The Titan snorted. “Why? You hope to sever that thread?” He shook his head in genuine, or perhaps mimed, dismay. “The fate of all worlds was carved into stone at the dawn of Eras, laid down immutable by the hand of your own beloved, in the Tablet of Destiny. With the past and future laid out plain before us, what fools must we be to deny our eyes? You would come here, planning to hack through a thread, but instead you find chains of adamant bind us together, we who embrace Destiny as necessity. Is that not the very meaning of your word, Ananke?”

      “So you serve Mithra, do you?” And he claimed Prometheus had carved the Tablet of Destiny?

      Nunamnir laughed with vicious mirth. “Or perhaps he serves us all. Suffice to say, we work toward common ends.”

      “So the Anunnaki have been in bed with the Unseen Order from your first days.”

      The Titan lord extended a palm toward his son. “Did not I wed my son to the daughter of Enki, before the bitch betrayed all we hold sacred?” Suen winced, turning his head away, as if ashamed of his wife’s actions.

      Pandora sneered at Nunamnir for that. “You underestimate the bond betwixt mother and child if you thought she would bide meekly as two of her children were dragged down into the Underworld and you stood there proclaiming the glories of Ananke. What comfort lies in Fate to replace an empty room or a silent hearth?” Pandora knew that pain better than most, and she would have ripped apart worlds—or time itself—to reunite with Pyrrha. Small wonder Ningal had turned on these fanatics.

      Suen steadied himself on a column, as if even hearing this came as a shock. As if he had never accepted—or shared?—his wife’s unbearable agonies.

      “Oh, she betrayed us even before the death of Inanna, we think,” Nunamnir responded. “And you, Pandora, ought to have taken what solace you might from having fulfilled what role Ananke found needful for you. Now you force us to drive you to it, or down to oblivion, if that please you better.”

      Behind her back, Pandora began setting the Box. She had come woefully unprepared into this situation. Had she been wiser, she’d have set a destination to jump to before walking through the door. Now she was faced with the choice either to try to engage all three at once or timewalk from here and confront the Order on her own terms. The latter option seemed more palatable.

      She could deal with when or where the Box sent her as soon as she figured that out.

      “Wait,” she said, buying a moment more to ensure the device was ready to activate. “Surely we can come to some compromise.”

      Nunamnir frowned as if he might want to consider it but found it impossible. “Sometimes, the chasm separating two sides runs so stark no middle ground exists, save for both to plummet into the ravine betwixt them. There can be no partial adherence to Fate.” Pandora wondered what he would say were she to reveal that was, so far as she could tell, exactly what Prometheus intended. “You serve willingly or we force you to serve. In any case, the Wheel turns, and the World persists, with timewalkers such as you but as grease upon its axle.”

      “Well then …” She popped the top to activate the Box. “Do slip on grease.”

      The bubble of light engulfed her even as Suen and Tishpak rushed in, weapons raised. If she’d had a moment more before the collapsing bubble swallowed the light around her, Pandora would have flipped them a rude gesture. As it was, she contented herself with a sly smile.
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      The Box deposited Pandora in the sand, at night, and before she even knew what was happening, a chill wave crashed over her. In surprise, she shrieked and rose, hugging herself against the cold. Only a moment later did she realise the wave had seized the Box, and the device was being swept out by the tide. With a wail, she flung herself at it, snatched it, and came up sputtering, spitting seawater from her mouth in the process.

      She heard a whoosh even as she began to turn, a dart flying at her. The Phoenix flared within her—heat, fury, and the Pneuma to enhance her reflexes—and she caught the javelin. The firebird’s wrath surged in her breast and she spun, hurling the weapon back at her attacker. The man, who’d thrown it at her from on horseback, toppled from his mount and tumbled down onto the beach.

      Bedraggled, dripping wet, and no little aghast that the Phoenix had driven her to kill so quickly, Pandora hurried along the beach toward her fallen accostor. When she reached him, she dropped down in the sand and found the weapon had pierced his side. He lay there, grasping at it with feeble fingers, powerless to dislodge it. Just as well, for had he succeeded, the wound would have bled more freely.

      Who was he? Someone from the Unseen Order come to stop her? An assassin like Nemesis?

      “N-Nike?” the man gasped, eyes alighting on her face and looking at her as though she had betrayed him.

      Jolted by the call, Pandora leant closer, one hand upon his chest, the other on the javelin. He knew her, but she had never seen him before. Dark-haired and blue-eyed, she judged him a Tethid. “Who are you? Why did you attack me?”

      “We’ve … had raiders … off the sea. I saw you in the waters … at night … thought you … pirate. You … why … this … twenty years to the day … you saved me from … the Laestrygonians … at Telepylus.” He sputtered in some private mirth.

      Pandora grimaced. She’d seen Kala push Phoenix Pneuma into Mundilfari to heal him, but Pandora had never managed such a feat. She had to try though. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to …” But, of course, she had meant it.

      Burn, burn, burn.

      The Phoenix’s eternal refrain echoed through her soul, ever and anon driving her to consume all around her in conflagration. All it had taken was a simple, momentary threat to her person to drive her into a killing wrath. Gods! She was just like Herakles in that, wasn’t she? A Destroyer herself, and this time, destroyer of a man who thought himself defending his home against raiders.

      “I have to take it out.” Already, his eyelids had begun to flutter. His gaze had turned unfocused. “Come on.” With a single, Pneuma-infused heave, she yanked the dart from his chest and tossed it aside. Blood burbled in a dark fountain, almost black in the moonlight. The man gurgled and lolled to one side, senseless with pain and blood loss. Pandora pressed both hands upon the wound. “Come on!”

      She willed her Pneuma to flow into her victim. Flooding it to her limbs had become second nature. She could direct it to her own wounds to speed healing or alleviate pain. She could give herself strength and reflexes far beyond the limits of Man. She could summon heat from within herself and release it as flame to scorch her foes. So why in Nyx’s dark expanse could she not drive that energy into another living being? Why wouldn’t it obey her in this one thing? “Work, damn you!” she shrieked. “Work!”

      The man’s ragged, wet breaths ceased. The flow of his blood from the wound slowed to a trickle, now no more than seeping out of its shell.

      Pandora toppled over onto her arse. “Fuck.” She raised her trembling fingers up before her face, staring at her dark-stained palms, refusing to permit herself the release of weeping over what she’d done. She had killed before, yes, but not like this. Thickening blood oozed between her fingers and slithered along her wrists, dribbling toward the crooks of her elbows.

      She had killed an innocent man. A twinge pinched in her chest, above her heart. No, no, no. He had attacked her. Surely that abrogated some portion of her culpability for responding in kind? But no. His actions might have triggered the Phoenix, but she could have chosen to exert her will first. To demand her attacker identify himself. It had not crossed her mind to do so. All she had then was the scorching heat of her rage, tinging her vision red. Still shaking, she let her hands drop into the sand, scraping them over the grains in a vain attempt to cleanse blood that forever remain within the creases.

      Or maybe it was the price that came with a warrior’s strength. All things had a cost, and the ability to kill must surely bear with it an instinct to do so. Either way, it came back to her. In her failing, in her loss of control, she had slain a man.

      And he had known her. Had claimed that twenty years prior, on this very day, she had saved him from a place called Telepylus, from whoever or whatever those Laestrygonians were. Her drenched hair hung limp and sticky across her face. With her forearm, she tried to mop it away from her brow, no doubt smearing blood in the process.

      If she spurned the time loop, if she denied this particular twist of the ouroboros, her victim would remain dead, and she would in the process deny him the last twenty years of his life. Surely, then, she owed it to him to carry forth the inverse prophecy he had given her and travel back, saving him as he had proclaimed. She could not restore his life now, but from the grey in his beard, he had lived a long life afore now. One Pandora hoped had had its joys. All lives ended with death, sooner or later. The meaning had to come from the moments along that road toward that end.

      So, then. She must lengthen his road. She must give him what aid she could, meagre though it would prove in his final moments.
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      Telepylus, Pandora learnt, was an island off Neshia, one avoided by all sailors, for it was peopled by Gigantes. When she arrived, sailing close on a small skiff, she saw three great ships moored across the bay. But the man had not claimed to be in danger there, but on Telepylus itself.

      Pandora tapped a finger on her lip before sailing round the island, seeking a hidden place to anchor. When at last she found one, she leapt to the shore. She would need to stalk the island—hopefully without attracting the attention of the Gigantes—until she found Men in danger. Challenging Titans, especially Gigantes, did not much appeal, but she owed at least this much the man she’d slain.

      Somewhere, on this island, a sailor was in danger.

      And she was going to save him.
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      Pandora stood upon the deck of Odysseus’s ship, watching the man with her eyes, feeling the guilt roil in her gut. Here he stood, alive and vivacious, much younger than the man she’d seen hours ago, dying upon the beach. Alive—until she had killed him. Even now, all she could picture was his blood seeping between her fingers. Her failure to heal him paraded through her mind in endless repetitions and, in her fancies, she had not failed, and he had gasped, saved and vibrant once more. But ever and again, the daydreams would crumble to dust, and she would look back and see the younger Odysseus there, studying her with his bright blue eyes, ignorant of her crime against him.

      There was perilous cunning in this one, she knew, though never in his wildest dreams could he have guessed the truth of how she came to Telepylus or of her desire to save him. Still, it was, perhaps, best not to give him overmuch chance to dwell upon events and question her. “How came you to face Gigantes?” she asked to keep him busy. “And in such a remote isle as that?”

      “Oh, that tale is a winding one which would be long in the telling.” From the way he spoke, she suspected he fair burst with desire to enthral her with such a story. The man overflowed with self-confidence, perhaps even arrogance, and he expected everyone to bow before his charms. Though Pandora owed him a debt she could not repay, still his attitude chafed her nerves. When she folded her arms over her chest in answer, he deflated a hair. “Yes, well, but the short of it is, I begin to think a curse lies upon this ship and her crew, one that ensures our every effort to return home ends with us cast further astray.”

      “A curse?” Pandora unfolded her arms, frowning. Who had these people vexed that someone should lay a curse upon them? In her guilt over his death, had she, in fact, aided men who might not have deserved it? No. No, she would not indulge in such a line of thought. Whoever these people were, whatever they had done, they could not have deserved to be eaten by Gigantes. For the rest … While she could not spare Odysseus from his eventual fate, she could, she supposed, help him reach home and make the most of his next twenty years. “There is a sorceress I know, on an island not so far from here, known as Aiaíā.” And, of course, Pandora had long intended to visit her granddaughter there. “If some curse does prevent you from reaching friendly shores, she might identify it and tell you how to be free of it. Either way, it does not seem like you make it far from here.”

      “Aye, that’s the sad truth,” Odysseus agreed, worry creasing his brow. “Though I can’t say I’d place much trust in witches or sorceresses.” Maybe he’d have said more, maybe objected to the course she plotted, were it not for his desperation. The driving need to push through, no matter the cost, had him, and it was a feeling Pandora knew all too well.
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      Before Artemis, the walls of Troy lay scattered and blown apart, as though some great foot had kicked over a construction of clay. Cyclopean blocks were strewn across miles of beach. As she watched, cracks rived those blocks as well, pieces of once unassailable defences flitting away in showers of dust. She turned, gawping at the etiolated ruin of a city many thought eternal. Now, the broken shells of homes and shops stretched out like skeletal remains upon an ancient battlefield. Where the acropolis ought to have stood instead opened a gaping maw of burbling shadows.

      The sky was streaked with grey, the land locked in twilight. Everything was still, save for the void where Priam’s palace should have lain and the currents of dust billowing in a chill breeze.

      “What happened here?” she asked herself. She reached for the dagger at her waist, but its sheath was empty and Artemis was left unarmed.

      “This is but a construction of your mind,” a voice answered.

      Artemis spun to behold Morpheus, the dark-haired oneiromancer having seemingly stepped out of thin air behind her. The man had always had an ill cast to his features, visage fixed in a sneer as though he knew worlds of things beyond the ken of others. Now, though, that aspect of him seemed softened. Or perhaps she imagined the hint of sympathy in his eyes. It was hard to tell, for the shadows of dusk loomed over him like a shroud. He was too comfortable in the dark of this space, that was for certain.

      “I dream,” Artemis said and, saying it, knew it for truth. With that truth came a sigh of relief, for the profane state of this place was not real. Her grief and fears and the strain upon her body and mind had conjured up a nightmare vision of a ruined city.

      Which was not to say Ilium would not fall. Perhaps it was inevitable.

      “Did Zeus send you to haunt me, oneiromancer?” Artemis asked. Morpheus had known better than to violate her mind whilst she served on Olympus, but perhaps the tyrant king now forced his hand.

      A shake of his head was her answer, his movement sending the shadows around his face skittering like a colony of ants. “Like yourself, I have severed ties with the hateful mountain and its corrupted king.”

      Artemis did not dare allow any hint of hope to bloom in her chest at his words. Morpheus was a more powerful oneiromancer than Kirke, or so she understood. If he could be recruited to her cause, then perhaps … No. She could not afford to let herself think him a friend. “Then what do you wish with me?” she asked instead.

      “I am but a messenger, bid to tell you that, if you weary of your lonely struggle against Zeus, you can find allies in Babilim.” He strode closer until she could at last see his visage plain and the dark that clung to him
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