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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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “And he bound Prometheus with ineluctable fetters, Painful bonds, and drove a shaft through his middle,

        And set a long-winged eagle on him that kept gnawing His undying liver, but whatever the long-winged bird Ate the whole day through, would all grow back by night.”

        —Hesiod, Theogony
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        2387 Golden Age

      

      

      

      Kronos had built his city of Kronion into a thriving metropolis that would survive even the fall of its founder. There was a part of Prometheus, as he climbed toward the acropolis, that twisted up in knots knowing his erstwhile friend would soon suffer agonies Prometheus would not have wished upon his enemies.

      Was Kronos to be yet one more sacrifice upon the altar of Ananke? He would find himself defeated and broken, cast into torment in Tartarus, and Prometheus would not lift a hand to stop it. Would, in fact, contribute to it. Because, if there was a hope of averting the culmination of Fate, it lay in the gambit Prometheus set in motion long ago. A play so desperate, so audacious, he dared to believe neither the Fates nor the forces of Khaos would be able to predict or avert it.

      But for it to work, the Wheel of Fate must spin and spin, until its final moment. The cycle must continue and history, forever merciless, must endure.

      So, after mopping sweat from his brow, he made his way into Kronos’s palace in the acropolis. The servants knew him here and brought him to see the king in his private chambers. Kronos sat almost buried in a sea of papyrus scrolls, furiously sketching out notes.

      A glance told Prometheus enough. The man still sought his vain means of subverting Ananke. He would try and try, as he had even in Eras past, and he would fail. Neither the Fates nor their tapestry were easily undone.

      “It’s funny, yes?” Kronos asked, offering Prometheus only a brief glance. “They call it the Time of Nyx. As if the whole of it was defined by her.”

      “Nigh enough.”

      Now Kronos did favour him with a longer, appraising look. “You intimate that naught achieved in the whole of Vulgeth mattered? That all that came before was the expanse of the night that swallowed it? And even in the Eras before that?” Kronos scoffed. “No, you don’t believe that.”

      Prometheus settled himself upon the floor in front of Kronos, legs crossed. “I hear Raziel calls himself Enki now.”

      “Not going to answer me?” Kronos dropped the papyrus he held and set down his stylus. “Always with the evasions, eh?” The other man’s face darkened. “Why is it that, no matter how much time passes, no matter how oft I extend my hand, I can never win back your trust? What, because I did not believe the unbelievable without proof?” The man’s voice had risen almost to a shout. “Because I did not apprehend the Ontos until I caught some glimpse of it for myself? Is that so very great a crime, brother?”

      Prometheus offered him a sad smile. It was worse, of course, because Kronos had a point. To condemn his former brethren for eternity for a mistake made in ignorance was petty of Prometheus, and he knew it. But then, it was not just condemnation for their errors, but out of necessity. That was Ananke, the real Ananke. The reality that, whatever he might will, causal chains bound his hands, and always would.

      And for those who could glimpse the future, those chains became far more complex—far more damning—than the forces that determined the decisions of other men. Just as Kronos’s own Oracle Mirrors had ensured his damnation and led him to make choices that would resonate through eternity.

      Just as Prometheus’s vision in the flames had shown him what Zeus would do.

      Prometheus could not spare Kronos his Fate, and any forgiveness he offered the man would be a mockery of the word.

      “Such times are long past,” Prometheus said. “And I am sitting here now, am I not?”

      Kronos once more snatched the papyrus he’d been recording on, now pushing it toward Prometheus. “The others are gone now, my friend. It’s just you and I, but now that we know the Ontos, there has to be some way to break the Wheel of Fate.”

      Oh, but they needed the Wheel of Fate. Breaking it could not be allowed until his gambit had played out. He tried to keep the thought from his face, but Kronos must have seen something there.

      Prometheus glanced over the notes Kronos had handed him. Oblique references to the Tablet, the Box, and the Chambers. Connections made to the Destroyer, yes, but maybe not the right connections. Kronos circled answers so close and yet forever obfuscated from him.

      “Is that not the purpose behind the Tablet of Destiny?” the Titan King blurted at Prometheus. There was a frenzy in him now, and Prometheus had to wonder just what, exactly, Kronos had beheld in the Oracle Mirrors beneath Vulgeth long ago. Or perhaps in the days that followed, after moving the mirrors to the tainted peak of Olympus. Either way, something he had seen in his future had scoured him to the pith and redoubled his desperation to free himself of Ananke.

      “Something like that,” Prometheus admitted, though Kronos did not understand so much of the Tablet as he thought. Nor would Prometheus dare ever voice the whole of his play aloud and risk the Moirai or others hearing of it. “But destiny is not always quite what we think. Besides, I have my own Oracular Sight, as well you know.”

      “As if it has helped us much of late.”

      No, and it would harm. The vision he’d beheld in the flames whilst training Hestia had been too clear, and the time had come.

      “Enough to see perfidy in your very halls.” Brought in, on some level, by Prometheus himself. But the Fates would have their tapestry, and Prometheus was but their avatar.

      Kronos blanched. The king remained paranoid. Twisted—as was Prometheus, as were all Men—by the past. Kronos had watched in the so-called Time of Nyx when all he’d built had come crashing down around him. When the Cabal had faltered and broken, and darkness had threatened to swallow the cosmos, because he had been too blind to threats within his midst. No one who had beheld Nyx in her awful grandeur was ever the same.

      It would not take much, now, to send so tormented a man digging for traitors, desperate to avert any such end again.

      “What perfidy?”

      It was too late to back away now. It had always been too late. “Pyromantic visions are not always literal …” Though this one surely was. He had seen what he had seen.

      “What?” demanded Kronos.

      “A prophecy that one son will slay the other.”

      Now, Kronos was on his feet, shaking his head in vain denial. Prometheus would try to assuage his guilt for this by reminding himself he did not cause Zeus’s actions. Even if he now played upon Kronos’s fears to ensure the man found out about the crimes, Prometheus was not actually starting this war.

      But the vision told him what must impend. Sometimes, all Prometheus could do was stoke the flame. Keep the Wheels turning.

      Was it because Kronos had failed him eons ago, when Prometheus needed him? Prometheus hoped not. He would blame Ananke, because he could not stand the thought he would so damn a man for an honest mistake. Still, his reasons mattered only to him, he supposed.

      Ananke held them all.

      And however much he might wish otherwise, Kronos had never been the one to challenge Fate.
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      Consequently, we cannot help but believe we have reached the last of the Ages, for how much farther might Man yet fall? The Age of Heroes that my colleagues call the Bronze Age, that ended with the fall of Ilium, even as the Titanomachy ended the Golden Age, and the Gigantomachy ended the Silver Age. Every Age ended by cataclysmic war, and we are forever left lesser than what has come before. And now, in times of unending turmoil and strife, I shudder to think what final war will extinguish this world.

      — Kleio, Analects of the Muses
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            PANDORA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        400 Dark Age

      

      

      

      Brizo’s fall from Taygete’s Bridge heralded the doom of Atlantis. With her death, the whole of the island came apart in dust and crashing stone, in cacophony and the roaring collapse of dreams. All around Pandora, the world began to falter, colossal waves racing over the dying polis while a furious storm raged over the distant mountains.

      With a shriek, Pandora fell a half-dozen feet to where a flagstone had settled below street level.

      Oh, fuck. Not like this! Not like this, after everything!

      A woman wearing a crimson khiton hopped down beside her, offering a hand. Pandora grasped it and was hefted to her feet. She met the other woman’s gaze.

      It was her. She was looking in a mirror at another Pandora.

      And the other Pandora held the Box in her free hand. “We don’t have much time.”

      Despite the tumbling panoply of destruction unfolding around her, Pandora could do naught save stare at herself in incomprehension. Her mind refused to parse what she was seeing, and all she managed was an inarticulate moan at the other Pandora.

      The woman grabbed her arm. “I know, I know. I remember what it was like. Try to focus, though.” She squeezed, tight enough to jolt Pandora from her daze. “Focus, Pandora. You’re trying to save Prometheus, yes? Only a son of Zeus will be able to set him free. You understand? A son of Zeus.” She waited for Pandora to nod, though the stupor had not quite passed. But the other woman pressed the Box back into Pandora’s hand. “I’ve set this for you, all you have to do is open it.”

      Pandora accepted the puzzle box, glancing at it, then back up at the other Pandora who had released her and cast a sudden glance at the chaos unfolding around her, gaze lingering a moment on the storm raging on Mount Evenor. “Go, Pandora.”

      Feeling the fool, Pandora nodded at herself, then searched for the clasp to pop the top of the Box and go wherever she was sending herself.

      “Oh, wait!” the other Pandora blurted even as Pandora pressed the button. “You must convince Nike to fight alongside Zeus, against Kronos, or Pyrrha will die!”

      Wait, what? Nike?

      Pandora’s ears popped and light bent backwards, even as the city continued to pitch inward about itself.
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      The whole of her World shifted, and not just from the Box, though its vertiginous waves had her tumbling to her knees and pitching into the dirt. No, it was as though the foundations of her reality had imploded, throwing into question all intuited sense of causality, leaving her in a maelstrom of doubt.

      Focus. Focus on the present moment for now.

      Groaning, Pandora pushed herself up on her elbows. It had been slightly easier than last time, she supposed.

      The ground beneath her had stilled, no longer rising and falling like a storm-tossed sea. That also counted as an improvement.

      Based on the sun, it was nigh to noon, and she knelt upon a hill, blinking at an expanse of mountains that stretched up in the distance. The Olympian Mountains? Far off, she could just make out the eternal storm that raged above Olympus itself.

      Gods, her mouth tasted foul, and her body ached, both from being hurled to the stones and from the bruising of her mind the other Pandora had delivered. That was so … She had seemed so different, as if seeing the World from some angle Pandora could not conceive of, and yet, if she was to be believed, that moment would lie in Pandora’s own future.

      Trying to wrap her thoughts around it returned the sense of vertigo, and Pandora decided it best to remain upon her knees for a moment more, drawing in deep breaths. It was an enticing puzzle, yes, but one she was so deep in the midst of that it could consume her, drown her in a turbulent sea of unanswered questions.

      In front of her lay the Box, and slowly, almost painfully, she felt her gaze drawn to it. What had she opened with this thing? What utter madness had she unleashed?

      Part of her wanted to weep, but instead, she found herself seized by a burst of hysteric laughter at the sheer preposterousness of what had befallen her. What still would befall her, in the days to come. Unless she could change the future and come back to the same paradox that had led Prometheus to ensure the timeline remained unchanged so Pyrrha could be born. If she took steps that prevented her future self from saving her past self, wouldn’t she already be dead?

      Actually, there were tears moistening her eyes, even while she knelt there, giggling. Giving over to it, Pandora pitched onto her side, wrapping her body around the Box, and letting the fit pass. It was too much.

      Ananke was too much. An ouroboros, a serpent consuming its own tail, encircling the cosmos in its constricting coils. With every passing instant, with each deepening of her understanding, the ouroboros grew tighter, until the very life would seep out of her.

      And Pandora could not but weep at the futility of finding a way free.

      When at last she had composed herself, she rose and descended the hill, pausing at a packed dirt road that ran the length of the mountains. Indeed, this could well be the very track she and Prometheus had followed from Delphi to Olympus, and if so, Delphi lay to the west.

      Perhaps the Oracle there—was there even an Oracle at this time?—could help her figure out how to find a son of Zeus. The other Pandora had neglected to provide a name, either because she had been so distracted by whatever else she was looking for at the time, or because she trusted Pandora to figure it out. Perhaps the latter if all of this had already happened to the other woman.

      So, she would have sent her to a time and place close enough to find whomever she needed to save Prometheus, or at least, Pandora would have to assume so. “All right then,” she mumbled and set off down the road, toward Delphi.

      She would find the son of Zeus, convince him to help her, even against his father’s wishes, and rescue Prometheus from Tartarus. Once all that was done, she could see about attending to the rest of the future.

      And the Moirai—had they indeed woven this obscene procession of Fate—could go fuck themselves.
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      On the periphery of Delphi, a small stream of pilgrims flowed toward an arch cut into the mountainside, which, Pandora assumed, must be the famed cave of the Oracle. Though Apollon himself ruled both the Oracles and this city, tales said he was rarely in residence, preferring to spend his time in Olympus. Or, perhaps, Zeus encouraged Helios’s golden son to remain where he could keep an eye on him.

      Either way, a mortal Oracle most oft offered the pronouncements, and if Pandora was very lucky, perhaps she could help her as well. She joined the queue of pilgrims, suddenly self-conscious of the dusty state of her peplos. Her garment had come from the Golden Age, then been splatted with mud and dust from the fall of Atlantis. And now she prepared to enter the Oracle’s cave in an unknown time.

      Even with her brushing off the clothes, none of the others seemed to pay her any mind, so caught up in their own pressing issues. She imagined them pondering over just how to phrase their questions, over just what mattered the most. Wrapt within the crushing weight of one’s future, one might easily overlook oddities in the present.

      The queue flowed slowly, a hiccupping stream, really, giving Pandora too much time to imagine what went on within. A pair of guards allowed one person in at a time, and each pilgrim would vanish for but a few moments sometimes, or sometimes for so long Pandora’s feet began to ache from standing in one spot. Some of those who emerged beamed, some looked bemused, and more than one came out shaking their head, eyes haunted, ill-pleased with whatever prophecy had been offered up to them.

      The day began to wane, and evening closed in. Would they turn her away and tell her to come back tomorrow? That fear crept up on her, over and over, as the afternoon set and gloaming settled. But when the last pilgrim emerged, the guards waved her in as well.

      “Make it fast,” the elder one snapped at her as she passed. “Time for wine and soup.”

      Yes, and Pandora could have done with both at this point. Would the guard have cared had she mentioned someone she loved languished in Tartarus in eternal torment and the Oracle’s words might lead to his salvation? Probably not.

      What was utter torment for a stranger when compared to the lure of a hot meal for oneself? Those unperceived occupied a kind of non-reality for most people, abstractions without substance, thus afforded empathy only in the abstract.

      The archway led into a hexagonal chamber with multiple tunnels branching away. As only one was lit, Pandora followed it to find the Oracle in a steam-drenched chamber. The girl was younger than she’d have suspected, maybe only sixteen or seventeen. Her eyes flitted about unfocused, and she swayed where she sat, ever so slightly. Was the girl drunk? The steam was wafting up through grates in the floor just behind the Oracle.

      No, perhaps not drunk. Maybe there was some hallucinogenic compound in the steam she breathed. Once, lounging in their cottage, Prometheus had told her that many Oracles relied upon mind-altering substances to help them access their gifts.

      “So it goes,” the girl moaned. “When the once obstinate foundations dance like water, and the tide rises without fall. The sweeping groan of a firmament stretched too thin, even as the Storm Lord claims an evanescent throne.”

      Frowning, Pandora knelt before the Oracle, uncertain what to even say to that. Did the Oracle offer a puzzle, or was her mind so addled by the fumes that she spewed nonsense everyone took for wisdom? Even a few breaths of these vapours left Pandora’s head light, and a slight vertigo claimed her.

      The girl herself reclined in a pose Pandora would have used in her former life as hetaira to entice her clients, though she suspected the Oracle was too far inebriated to be intentionally provocative. Still, sweat made the girl’s thin khiton cling to her flesh, and she had her knees apart in a pose that must have driven men to distraction. She supposed the Oracle’s status as Apollon’s chosen protected her from anyone making unwanted advances upon her. Oh … or perhaps anyone, save Apollon himself. Was that why the Oracles were always female?

      Eh. The vapours were affecting her, and her mind was wandering. “I haven’t gotten to ask my question yet,” she said.

      “And still answers unfold, blooming like flower petals when the spring at last arrives. You will find yourself bereft, adrift in a sea of misremembered dreams, until that stuff of you becomes motes of light blinked away.”

      Pandora shifted. It was too warm here and sweat had begun to dribble down the back of her neck. “Uh huh. Tell me where I can find the son of Zeus who might help me free Prometheus.”

      “In distress, one most oft finds those capable of greatness.”

      Ostensibly profound and utterly meaningless. What else should she expect? “I was rather hoping for a name and location.”

      “I have no names for you … and you are out of time.”

      “What, that’s it? That’s all you have for me?” She had stood in a queue all afternoon for this? With a groan, Pandora rose, shaking her head and making her way back out of the tunnels.

      The older guard grunted when she passed. “Finally. Hope you got what you wanted.”

      Not bothering to answer, Pandora made her way toward the hill where the polis of Delphi sat. With luck, she’d make it up there before they shut the gates and be able to find lodging with some kind stranger. Or, if needs be, she had some few drachmae, though not from this time.

      Not from … they were out of time …

      Pandora’s sandals caught on the dirt, and she stumbled before turning to look back at the Oracle’s cave. The girl had said she was ‘out of time.’ Had she known? Had the child apprehended far more than she seemed to, or was her parting line merely the dismissal it had seemed?

      If the former, perhaps all of the Oracle’s words held some import. Resuming her plodding trek up the hill, Pandora ran them over in her mind, round and round. Storm Lord? Was that Zeus? If so, her claim he would sit an evanescent throne seemed to imply even his reign upon Olympus would not last overlong in the greater scope of history.

      That, at least, offered Pandora some small comfort.

      Still, she had not found what she had come looking for. She needed Zeus’s son to help her save Prometheus, and it seemed she was going to have to find him herself.
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        225 Golden Age

      

      

      

      For years, Hekate had lingered in Phoeba, studying under the reluctant tutelage of the Titan Phoebe, and ever feeling too seen by the woman’s husband, the Oracle Koios. But every student must reach a point in which they recognise a teacher has little more to offer, either through recalcitrance or having brushed up against the brink of their own ability. Besides, Artemis had long since wearied of tarrying in one place, and Hekate could not deny her friend.

      Thus, they had set sail to Phoenikia and landed in Byblos, a city legend claimed Kronos had raised out of the Time of Nyx. While Artemis busied herself with tariffs for the harbourmaster, Hekate didn’t bother trying not to gawk at the timeless wonder that unfolded before her. Of a certainty, the harbour reeked of brine and fish the same as any other, but beyond lay the great stones of the wall that had protected Byblos since before time began.

      When they made toward the gate, Hekate paused to trace her fingers over the surface, heedless of the way Artemis stared, eyebrow quirked. This place seeped in history, and history had its own power, compounded down through the ages, as if the souls of everyone who lived and died here had imprinted upon the land. How much blood had stained these stones over the passing of ages? Rain may have washed the surface clean, but Hekate could feel the stains run deeper, like wounds that never quite healed.

      Beyond the walls, they passed by a spring sunk down into a crater, and she fancied it, too, had a power of its own. Already, the gloaming closed in around them, enlivening the mysteries of this place, quickening its energies. Night was her time, even as Enodia had promised. With the deepening of shadows, the Mortal Realm seemed to grow closer to the Penumbra.

      It was not just Thoth, the favoured Primordial to whom Phoebe and Artemis had sacrificed so oft, though the Elder God of the Moon did revel in the night sky. No, it was as if all the worlds of the Spirit Realm—save perhaps that of Sun—brushed against the Veil as the light dimmed.

      “We could wait until the morn,” Artemis offered. “I’m certain we can find lodging in the city.”

      Hekate favoured her friend with a withering look. Enodia had trained with the Circle of Goetic Mysteries, as had Phoebe and the famed Morpheus. Even Artemis’s own father Helion was a member. All the great workers of the Art Hekate had ever heard of had learnt their craft in the Lodge of Whispers set within the heart of this very city. “I’ve waited long enough to learn the greater arcana. I’d not delay another hour, given the choice.”

      “Mmm.” Artemis bit her lip, then shrugged. “So be it.” She paused long enough to buy an oil lamp, before pushing on.

      The huntress guided Hekate deeper into the ancient city. Within every alley, shadows danced, and the currents of the Penumbra whispered to Hekate, though she refrained from embracing the Sight and looking directly beyond the Veil. Countless shades must flit about such a place, and Hekate had no time for their self-absorbed lamentations.

      They came to an inner wall, lower and thinner than the defensive barrier yet cut from similar grey stones. It demarcated the boundary of the ancient necropolis nestled at the very heart of Byblos. How many generations of dead lay entombed behind this wall? A hundred? A thousand? Or did the procession of the deceased carry on without limit, vanishing into the same oblivion that claimed their souls? A burnished gate cordoned off the city of the dead, and Artemis paused at the threshold, peering through the grating as if expecting to see something dire lurking in the tenebrous expanse beyond.

      The grate itself had been wrought to look like a hedge of thorns, spikes twisting back upon themselves. Or pointed, slightly inward, toward the graves.

      “The Circle could have picked a more hospitable place to set up their lodge,” Artemis complained. Perhaps the huntress wanted Hekate to demure, to say they could return in the morn after all.

      “I didn’t think you, disciple of the Moon, one to fear the night,” Hekate said, grasping the gate herself and shoving it. The door swung inward with a squeal of tired hinges, thorns scraping over dirt and rock below.

      “It’s not the Moon that ought to concern us,” Artemis said, following just behind Hekate.

      As Hekate stepped through the gate, the sense of having pushed into another world seized her. A slight chill seeped into the air, followed by a wind that, Hekate thought, the wall ought to have cut down more. It ruffled her peplos, evoking a shiver. Hints of mist without apparent source wafted among the grave markers, obscuring vision, though she could make out hints of those markers stretching on an on beyond the vapours.

      Had the Penumbra itself begun to bleed into this space? Hekate had to admit to a fluttering in her gut at such a thought. Her tentative steps forward lacked the confidence she should have projected … but maybe Artemis had the right of it. There was a darkness beyond mere night that infected the Mortal Realm here. A creeping insidiousness that had her throat closing up and her fists clenching at her sides, even as her sandals slapped upon the cobbled path forward.

      A hint of a moan carried on the wind, a susurration playing out over her shoulder but dissipating if she sought its source. She could embrace the Sight now and know what lurked out there, but something held her back. A nameless dread that grew riper with each passing instant. The Elder Gods alone knew how many shades dwelt within these walls. Shades, and worse, darker things.

      Something traced along her forearm, like a fingernail brushing over her, enough to scatter the hairs on her arm. Hekate gritted her teeth and stole a glance back at Artemis. If she looked … if she peered through the window, she brought her soul closer to whatever now reached for her.

      Artemis snatched her hand and yanked her forward, fear lending speed to the other Titan’s steps where it had stolen Hekate’s momentum. Neither seemed able to speak, as if they were stuck in a miasma of dread and despair.

      Even knowing it was the polluting effects of the Penumbra affecting her, knowing she was a necromancer and could have worked the Art to try to command some few of these ghosts, Hekate still could not shake the sense of impotence that had claimed her. It took all her will to continue forward, passing more and more of the grave markers. They became not names nor even people, but claws jutting up through the mist, beckoning the living fool enough to tread into this place.

      Then beyond, darker shapes formed in the vapours. A field of obelisks piercing the night, rimming a rocky hill. Her heart hammered as they approached the ridge. An archway was cut into it, sealed by double sandstone doors, these engraved with the twisting geometric patterns of the Art and wards that served to hold back unwelcome eidolons. Perhaps that was the only way the sorcerers could stand to dwell in such a place as this.

      The Titan threw her weight against one of the doors and it creaked on unseen hinges, stone grinding upon stone as it gave way to her momentous strength. As it cracked open, welcome lamplight spilled out from the threshold, though it failed to illuminate the dark of the necropolis, as if even light was turned back by the darkness that had taken hold here.

      Following Artemis, Hekate ducked into the blessed hints of brightness. A tunnel bored into the hill, sloping downward ever so slightly. Oil flames hung from bronze chains suspended from the ceiling on either side of the hall, though spaced far enough apart they created dancing rivers of shadow rather than banished the gloom.

      Lamp out in front of her, Artemis pushed forward. They had made their way further but a few moments when a girl stepped up to bar their path. She had pitch-black hair and dark grey eyes. Most striking, however, was a spiralling tattoo upon her cheek. “You have come to enter the Circle.”

      “I am Artemis, daughter of Helion,” Hekate’s friend said before she could answer. “Is my father present?”

      “He is,” the girl answered. “I am Oizys, novitiate of the Outer Circle. I will take you to the lodge.” The sorceress fixed Hekate with a discerning look that lingered longer than it ought to have, but she said naught more.

      Oizys guided them through the rest of the tunnel and into a colonnaded vestibule bedecked with couches and throw pillows. A trio of braziers basked the high-ceiling chamber in warmth and light, which, while welcome, felt jarring after the chill and gloom that encompassed this place. Sitting about the room were perhaps ten men and women. A few studied scrolls, one scratched away with a quill, and others reclined in murmured conversations, goblets sloshing with red wine.

      Among those reclined a golden-eyed Titan, a head taller than any other, who started upon seeing Artemis. “Daughter,” he said, rising stiffly and handing his cup to a woman who remained sitting. “What are you doing here?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Artemis said, and Hekate could have sworn she could actually see the tension strung between them. “I’ve come to learn the greater mysteries at long last, Father.” Artemis said that last almost as a challenge and Helios glowered, eyes glinting in the firelight.

      “What makes you think the Circle seeks new members?”

      “Oh, come off it,” a woman said, stepping out from a chamber beyond this one. Her hood was up, but Hekate thought she too had golden eyes, which meant perhaps some relation to Helios. And some distant relation to Hekate, for that matter. “The Outer Circle has space for two more novitiates, and in walk two seeking the positions. Praise the Moirai and move on.”

      Helios grunted in assent—or frustration—but beckoned his daughter to follow.

      “Keuthonymos,” the woman said, “induct our new recruit.”

      The flaxen-haired young man with the quill immediately scrambled to his feet. “Yes, mistress.” He scurried to Hekate’s side, snatched her hand, and pulled her away from the vestibule, down another hall. “I am Keuthonymos of Hyperborea, though everyone here calls me Keuthos. I’m, uh, the newest member of the Circle, but if you have any questions, I’d be happy to assist in any way I am able.”

      Hekate raised a brow, gaze darting to where he still held her hand. The young man abruptly dropped it, blushing. “Forgive me, I … My enthusiasm may have gotten the best of me.”

      Well, Hekate could empathise with that problem. “Where are you taking me?”

      “To see the grand library, of course.” Keuthos guided her down the hall to a bronze-banded door engraved with further wards. He slid it open slowly. At first, she thought him nervous, but when she spied two more sorceresses studying scrolls in the library, she began to suspect him merely trying to avoid disturbing them.

      Within the room lay shelf after shelf of rolled papyrus, each stuck into its own alcove. Some had cases, some were loose. All were kept well away from the oil lamps set in the centre of the room. Beyond them, upon a pedestal, rested a bound tome of countless pages. Finding herself drawn to it, Hekate paced over. It was like a hundred papyrus scrolls packed into a single container, and never had she seen or imagined its like. A rose-gold chain connected it to the stone pedestal.

      “The Circle’s prized possession,” Keuthos said. “A book from the Time of Nyx, left to us by our founders Damkina and Enki. The Sefer Raziel is said to be written by the greatest scholar of arcana in all history, but we have yet to decode it.”

      “What about your founders?” Hekate asked, gingerly brushing her fingers along the leathery cover. When Keuthos didn’t object, she opened the tome. Within lay inscriptions written in a foreign tongue, along with numerous diagrams and what she had to assume where Supernal glyphs. A book for understanding the cosmos. For mastering the cosmos.

      “Enki left the Circle long ago. Some say he wanders the world aimlessly, his will broken by what he found inside that book. Damkina rarely visits us anymore, and some speculate she will leave us as well. Though you met her tonight—it was she who instructed me to induct you. If she understands the tome, she does not share that with the other members of the Circle.”

      “She doesn’t understand it,” one of the sorceresses snapped, rising. “No one does.”

      Keuthos bowed to her. “Deino.”

      Upon closer examination, both Deino and the other sorceress had the same grey eyes and spiral tattoos as Oizys. Sisters?

      The young sorceress ignored Keuthos, raising her chin to Hekate. “Who’s this flame-haired wench? You’re not meant to make withdrawals from the brothel, novitiate.”

      Oh. Maybe these sisters were kin to Hera. Hekate allowed a knowing smirk to spread across her face. There were times, when facing such obnoxiousness, when the greatest insult imaginable was to refuse to be insulted. If needs be, Hekate could always arrange to have a serpent slither up Deino’s bowels later. For the moment, she just kept that smile plastered upon her face until the other woman squirmed and moved off to rejoin her sister.

      “Inner Circle?” Hekate asked Keuthos as they left the library.

      “The grey sisters? No, not yet, though speculation holds one or two of them might advance soon.”

      “Only two?”

      Keuthos glanced at her, face stern. “The Circle has a maximum of nine members in the Inner Circle and nine in the Outer. At present, there are but two spaces in the Inner Circle vacant, though if Deino is correct and Damkina truly abandons us, it would free a position on the Inner. Speculation also holds that Phoebe might step down. It could go various ways.”

      He guided her back toward the main vestibule but walked its circumference to another hall. “These are private chambers for members. The one at the end is vacant, so you can claim it for sleeping.”

      Hekate cracked open the door in question. The room was plain, naught save a wash basin and a mat on the floor, but given that expansive library, she didn’t expect to spend much time in a personal chamber anyway.

      “Uh, hmm …” Keuthos cleared his throat. “You came at an interesting time. We’re preparing for the, um … Sea of Oneness, soon.”

      “Sea of Oneness?” she asked.

      He blushed so furiously she imagined him bursting into flame right in front of her. “We, uh … share knowledge through … shared …”

      Oh. Hekate folded her arms over her chest. “It’s an orgy.” Gaia, he couldn’t stop staring at his sandals. “Keuthos, if you want to invite a girl to an orgy, you should be able to look her in the eye.”

      The Hyperborean scratched at his hair. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said aught, I just … Well, you might hear …”

      Hekate supposed she ought to have some mercy before the boy died of embarrassment. He’d probably wind up haunting her if he did, and then she’d never hear the end of it. “Well, I’ve heard it’s the most effective way to gain insights into the arcana.”

      “Hmm, especially if you can get one of the Inner Circle members to, ah …” Climax? Gaia’s expanse, it was all she could do not to burst out laughing at his shyness. “We’re calling up Dagon, the greatest patron of our order. Sometimes—I mean I heard—sometimes he imparts great wisdom if he’s pleased.”

      “Well,” Hekate said. “Let’s not disappoint him.”
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      The poetry of flesh carried within it a microcosm of all the cosmos. Or so it seemed to Hekate, writhing in the twisting mesh of nigh a score of bodies. The chorus of their moans and grinding reverberated through the vestibule, a clarion thinning the Veil in its own way. Each spasming release of energy a sacrifice to forces beyond the world, calling forth unfathomable power of eldritch import.

      Dagon, a god of the deep, Herald of Tiamat, the Primordial of the Seas. His webbed fingers seemed to brush over her mind with each fervid gyration of her hips. So many bodies, and she swore she must have tasted them all, with mouth and nethers, with fingers grasping and stroking. With shared breath into the aptly named Sea of Oneness.

      It was Helion inside her now, hints of sunlight seeming to gleam in his eyes as she ground atop him. His warmth exploded inside her, hotter than most. Her mind reeled, scattering, adrift within the sea and the cosmos both, as though wandering her dreams whilst half-awake.
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      When the moon rose, so did she, grimoire in hand. To draw the spirit’s attention, she dug its glyph in the sand, a trough that would serve to bring it closer though offer no assistance in commanding it. Then, rising and taking a few steadying breaths, she began the incantation to evoke a bird spirit.

      Supernal words once more reverberated inside her mind and sent her soul shuddering in a blurring of dread and ecstasy. The world-rending power of it rushed through her, even as she embraced the Sight. Color and warmth bled from the world, and she beheld the desolate shadowscape of the Penumbra. Here, nether winds already whistled about her, but they failed to stir the sands of the Mortal Realm.

      At first. Then, a whisk set the desert twisting in a dozen whorls. The howling intensified, reaching into both Realms. In the etheric sky, iridescent lightning crackled overhead, offering hints of colour in the otherwise blue-green Penumbra. The winds became a gale, whipping the desert into a frenzy that spun about her like a maelstrom. The sands lacerated her exposed arms and legs, but Hekate forced herself to ignore the pain—she could not afford to direct Pneuma to suppress it—to continue her incantation.

      The spirit drew nigh, and she could not falter now. It came, plunging through the firmament, feathers coruscating with lightning as it plummeted to crash down before her, an avian mockery of a woman. The harpy landed in a crouch, taloned feet digging rivets in the sand as it slowly rose, head cocked too far to the side while its onyx eyes remained locked upon Hekate’s face and soul. Blood dripped from rubescent wings as the spirit spread them overhead.
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      Hands stroked her face and breasts and hips, and a presence filled her insides and wormed its way into her mind. Morpheus’s hypnotic eyes seized her soul, lulling her down, deeper into the maze of living dreams. Non-realities unfolded around the vestibule in shadowy panoply, teasing out obscure intimations, in warnings of dread and echoes of voices yet to be heard.
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      The great throng had gathered before the cyclopean walls of Ilium, Menoetius standing a full head above the rest of his forces, clad in full battle panoply, his breastplate glinting in the morning light. The Titan lord strode forward, his ranks parting around him like the sea around a ship, clanking his long spear across his bronze-banded shield.

      His burnished helm concealed all but his eyes, but still, Hekate saw the challenge there, even before he pointed his lance at Zeus, his throng unleashing a collective whoop in time with his movement.

      Her gaze fell on the prince beside her, a malevolent smirk curling his lips as his eyes clouded. The air grew pungent, crackling with energies that had the hair on Hekate’s arms standing on end. A clean taste filled her mouth as Zeus thrust his arms skyward, his sudden cackle so rabid as to silence both armies, drawing all eyes upon him.

      They could not know, though Hekate’s gaze rose to the gathering dark above, the roiling clouds, the fulgurations that coruscated among them in forewarning of what impended. A bellow escaped Zeus, primal and mad, melding into the roar of thunder that, at once, issued from the storm above and the chest of the Titan at Hekate’s side. Instinct had her falling back, away from him.

      Menoetius must have apprehended the danger at last, for the Titan lord charged forward, sandals slapping stone, spear primed to impale Zeus. He made it a dozen steps before the blinding effulgence ripped down from the firmament, a streak of such bitter whiteness it sent afterimages skittering over Hekate’s vision.

      The blast of lightning streamed into the Titan, and he jerked to a stop, seized by convulsions. The galvanic river did not abate, but continued to flow into Menoetius, leaping in arcing chains into his forces. Waves of acrid stench washed over Hekate, the scents of charred flesh as Man and Titan cooked beneath the current of Zeus’s power.
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      Within the vestibule, just beyond the mountain of flesh, the rising sense of an obscene presence. Cosmic and momentous, utterly alien. And ravenous with insatiable cravings for things unnamed. Borne up by salacious waves, it rose.

      In her mind’s eye, she saw the webbed fingers, the opalescent eyes, the flapping gills. Not like the mer she had seen in Thebes, no. This was something monstrous, more fish than man, squamous and caked in barnacles. Its clammy grasp settled around her ankles and yanked her downward, through the others who lay beneath her, through the floor, and into caliginous watery depths.

      Hekate flailed as icy water surged into her lungs, but she had naught to grab unto. The world had become submerged, with all sense of a surface shrouded. Dagon yanked her close, forced her to gaze into those alien eyes as he took her, joining the orgy with lurching thrusts of his cold, scaled member.

      Absolute terror forced down any sense of disgust that had begun to rise. The agony of drowning seized her. Her lungs shuddered and felt apt to explode. The whole of her existence condensed, left Hekate desperately wishing she had never looked into the dark. Reaching for hands of parents whom she had left so far behind.

      Wishing anyone could … save her. Please, someone save her!

      Then she was drifting loose, her corpse floating in a watery netherworld, her soul somehow yet trapped within her drowned body. Still seeing with dead eyes, peering into the lightless expanses of the cavern far below. A pulse thrummed through the water, powerful beyond measuring, slow and rhythmic.

      Was that … a heartbeat?

      Hekate wanted to weep, but the dead had no tears. Only abject horror, forced to bear witness to realities the mortal mind was not meant to fathom.

      There, in the uttermost depths of the cosmos, something mountainous writhed. Cephalopodic tendrils vast enough to crush cities like walnuts … Wriggling expanses of muscle and terror. An alien consciousness closed around her, found her, penetrating her to the pith. It judged her a mote of dust, offensive but inconsequential.

      A sea of incandescence opened beneath her; an eye so immense civilisations could have fallen within it. And it saw her. The spilling radiance adumbrated hints of the colossal monstrosity lurking beneath the world, something neither quite draconic nor squid, but some foul amalgamation of all benthic life.

      Hekate’s scream threatened to rip her body apart. To shred her soul from the unspeakable horror of looking into such limitless puissance. Her mind cracked at the seams, and all she was began to billow forth, untethered.
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      “Hekate!” A distant name, shouted as if from behind a silk curtain. A thought that attached to naught, adrift.

      “Hekate, come back!”

      A sharp slap that abruptly faded, leaving only stinging, and warmth as two hands pressed upon her cheeks.

      Then, yanked violently from alien perceptions, Hekate lurched forward, retching up a torrent of seawater that had filled her lungs. She collapsed into Keuthos’s arms and he held her close, rubbing her bare back. The heat of him seeped into her, slowly forcing unwelcome life back, even as her mind reeled, struggling to hold itself within a petty mortal form once again.

      Memory.

      It bombarded her, choked her, drawing forth an inarticulate wail, for she was beyond words. A moan, not of pleasure, but of anguish she could never express.

      Someone pried Keuthos away from her and jerked Hekate upward by her forearms. This was … Morpheus.

      The oneiromancer peered deep into Hekate’s eyes, giving her the sensation of something flensing away all the illusions of herself she projected to glimpse her raw, broken soul. She was naked already, but his gaze left her feeling more unclad than ever before. “She remains,” Morpheus said. “Or most of her does. Some piece may have been siphoned off by the brush with the infinite.”

      “She lost some part of herself?” Keuthos said, voice so aghast that, had she been able to form more thought than horror, Hekate might have laughed.

      Morpheus rolled his eyes, releasing Hekate and allowing her to slide back onto a floor slick with human fluids. “Did you think the Art would come without cost? Did you think you glimpse fragments of Truth and remain unaltered by such? There is a cost, novitiate, to all secrets beyond the ken of Man. If you glean naught else from your time here, best take that lesson to heart.”

      Numbness seized Hekate, and she wrapt her arms around her knees. She knew she ought to climb to her feet, wash off the filth, and find her chambers. But the thought of moving—much less venturing alone into the dark or risk the nebulous shadowscapes of dream—opened a hollow inside her gut deep enough to swallow her whole.

      “I could have died …” she rasped, not even certain how to feel.

      Morpheus chuckled. “As if that ought to be a sorcerer’s greatest fear.” The oneiromancer knelt and pushed his forefinger between her brows. “You ought to know better than that by now.” A pause, and the expression on his face might have been pity or sadism, she could not judge. “Sweet dreams, little Hekate.”

      Only when he had left did Hekate see the pools of blood welling in the vestibule. Someone had thrown a sheet over a body, though it had already soaked through and turned crimson. A half dozen members of the Circle stood about, ashen-faced and red-eyed.

      When Hekate turned to Keuthos seeking answers, he offered a single word. “Artemis.”
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        623 Bronze Age

      

      

      
      Zeus had two Olympian sons. The elder, Ares, was his son by Hera, his wife. The other, the only of Zeus’s bastards with enough power to be elevated to the position, was born to the Pleiad Maia. His innumerable other bastards were usually considered demigods. While it was possible the other Pandora had meant Ares or Hermes might help her save Prometheus, Pandora found it monumentally unlikely she’d sway an Olympian to her cause. Thus, she had to assume she needed a demigod or lesser Titan.

      She’d found lodging with a Heliad family who had seen her golden eyes and declared her a distant cousin to them, offering her guest-friendship. The patriarch, Hilarion, welcomed her to his hearth and ordered his teenage daughter, Melitta, to serve Pandora dinner. The girl laid out a blanket by the hearth, then brought her a bowl of vegetable stew.

      After the tumult that had washed over first ancient Thebes and then Atlantis, Pandora could not even say how long it had been since she had last eaten, and she inhaled the first bowl. Melitta, the kind soul, refilled it without forcing Pandora to beg for a second serving. This time, Pandora savoured the soothing warmth of it, pausing to taste and enjoy.

      “You seem famished,” the girl said. The young woman might have been fourteen. Her hair was the colour of flame, like so many Heliads, and fell in light curls around her face. Mostlike, her father had already begun the process of bargaining with another man to marry her off, haggling for her dowry as if Melitta were a donkey sold at market.

      “I feel like I haven’t eaten in a thousand years,” Pandora said around a mouthful of carrot.

      Melitta quirked a strange smile. “Odd thing to say.”

      Actually, Pandora had no idea what century she was even in but posing such a question without seeming a madwoman presented an interesting challenge. “Where’s your mother?” she asked instead, biding her time.

      The girl’s smile slipped. “Passed last winter. Our mourning only ended a month back, in fact. If you’d come then, you’d have found shut doors, I’m afraid.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” And had she now stumbled into a home with a father seeking a new mother for his daughter? Pandora would need to tread with care to keep anyone from getting the wrong idea, but neither could she afford to turn away hospitality when offered. Or maybe the answer was simple enough. “I’ve actually become separated from my husband and I’m seeking after him as well.” Prometheus might not have ever married her, but what they shared was close enough it didn’t feel like a lie. “The Oracle told me a demigod would help me find him.”

      Well, that one was a lie, of course.

      Melitta’s eyes widened. “A demigod?” She gnawed on her lip. “Papa told me, rumour claims King Proitos hosts a demigod now, in his palace.”

      Proitos. Not a name she knew.

      “He’s king here in Delphi?”

      Now the girl cocked her head like Pandora was drunk. “Obviously.”

      Obviously. “And the name of the demigod?”

      “Well, as I said, we’ve just come out of mourning, so I don’t think Papa’s gone to call on the king since then. That being the case, I can’t rightly say who resides in the palace at the moment.”

      Even so, it was a place to start.
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      At night, when Hilarion and Melitta slept, Pandora found herself sitting by the hearth, turning the Box over and over in her hands. This thing, this puzzle had unleashed the ouroboros that slithered round the World, hadn’t it? It had given her both Pyrrha and Prometheus with one turn of its gears, only to steal them away with the next.

      With every shifting panel and gyration, she came both closer and farther from the life she sought. But then, that was how a puzzle box worked: sometimes you had to undo parts already solved in order to close in upon the solution.

      Was this device then a burden or blessing? And did Pandora herself bear culpability for the chaos it wrought, the madness of the ouroboros’s circles?

      Despite her fatigue, sleep came hard.
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      King Proitos’s estate sat beneath the acropolis, surrounded by a wall just a hair taller than Pandora herself. She waited until the afternoon, when the gates were thrown wide and the palace seemed inviting, before presenting herself to the guards.

      Asking around the polis had provided some few answers. Proitos was one of the two sons of the old King Abas, himself a Tethid descendant of Io. His branch of the line had come from Phoenikia long ages back, which meant, among other things, that Pandora had reached a time some centuries after her own.

      His guest was Bellerophon, a demigod, though rumour diverged as to exactly which Titan had sired him, with the father ranging from Zeus himself, to Poseidon, to Glaukos, the demigod son of Merope and Sisyphus. That last name had Pandora’s lip curling in disdain at the memory of a man Kelaino had forced her to attend to.

      Either way, while Proitos was a Tethid, Pandora trusted in her eyes to pass her off as aristos, and thus earn her an audience. “The Heliad Pandora here to call upon King Proitos,” she proclaimed with feigned haughtiness that would have done Kelaino herself proud.

      The pair of house guards looked her up and down before one summoned the steward, who examined her with equal rigour. “The purpose of this visit?” he asked. Pandora had to admit, he pulled off aristocratic disdain better than she could.

      “Does an aristos need a purpose to call upon her fellows?” Pandora asked.

      From the look on his face, the steward was about to point out that aristocratic women did not go about unaccompanied anywhere, much less calling
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