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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 labyrinthine man never seeks the truth, but only his Ariadne.”

        — Friedrich Nietzsche
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        Gloaming Era, Dark Age

      

      

      

      As Amirani had feared, Vulgeth had become a nexus of darkness, with Naamah’s dark power uncontained. The Archon stirred, and the even the fragile protection of Erlik’s Veil could not hold her back forever.

      In the twisted woods beyond the city, Amirani stalked among the ruins of an ancient temple dating to better days. Now, vampires ran rampant over the countryside while the Forgotten dug away at the foundations of the World. Everything had skewed and, almost, he longed for the days of Dark Faerie.

      This Era, too, was ending, and he needed to both ensure it ended and ensure some remnant of Man could endure. He needed a means of combating the spreading Dark, and he could think of no better option than one he oft mused upon but never allowed himself to pursue.

      A risk, to fold into his greater gambit.

      They came to him in ones and twos, those few last heirs of the Adityas, though they had long forgotten their heritage and were now known, instead, as the uriași. Men who carried Aditi’s blood and, in his pyromantic visions, would one day rise and claim the Mortal Realm as their due once more. They would call themselves Titans.

      Vorsanos escorted Kersnik, the last of those to arrive, and the pair of them sat around the pit at the temple’s heart where Amirani had kindled a low flame. Great swathes of the roof had fallen in, leaving the place less enclosed than Amirani might have preferred, but it held import and he had no desire to conduct this initiation within the bounds of the accursed city of Vulgeth.

      When eight men and women had gathered round the flame, Amirani drifted over to occupy the vacant space Vorsanos had left for him. Reaching towards the pit, he fed a bit of his Prana into the embers. They leapt to life, erupting into a roaring bonfire. A collective gasp escaped from those gathered, and Amirani suppressed a smile.

      Even these jaded, battered warriors might find something of awe left in the World. It was a blessing, he supposed.

      “In days long gone, I walked beyond the bounds of this world,” Amirani said. “I trod in ash-choked wastes and found the source of Fire and claimed it, took it into my breast.” He stretched a hand towards the pit, and tendrils of flame leapt from it in spiralling arcs, coiling about his hand and forearm.

      Now, two of the onlookers scooted away, one tracing a Zalmoxic sign of warding in the air.

      Amirani ignored him. “I stole the First Flame from the Elder Gods, and now, I give it to the uriași, that they might break the hold of night that creeps upon the world.”

      “How?” Kersnik asked.

      A wise question indeed, and within his mind Surtr cackled, a sound like ash grating over ash. “It is alive, drawn from the spirits of the burning world. You must learn to walk with such infernos raging inside your breast, as well. To hold their power and not allow it to consume you, though ever will it try. Every breath you take shall be sucked down like scorching winds. Every time you rest, it will writhe against you and seek to become master rather than servant.” He looked at each of them in turn, satisfied to see them squirm, for they ought to fear the power he offered them. “Become a Firewalker, and you shall struggle to remain yourself for the rest of your days.”

      As he looked back across the gathered uriași, the flames caught his gaze. They pulled him, taunting him with the flicker of images. A tower, in the future, where he taught the same skills not to divine-blooded uriași but to Men. A swirling miasma of history paraded through his mind, a premonition that he would become this teacher, the one forever bringing Fire to Man, down through the ages of Era after Era.

      The import of the moment had him frozen in its grasp and all he could do was stare at the crackling flame. How many Eras would he do this? How many Eras would there be? He couldn’t decide whether to take comfort in the thought the cycle endured longer than he’d imagined, or to look upon the unending stream of death in abject horror. What had he begun?

      Vorsanos’s hand upon his shoulder shook him from the pyromantic trance, and Amirani blinked.

      “Holding the Flame within your breast may also serve to ignite the Sight in some of you. It will draw you toward pyromancy as a means of divination, for better or worse. If you pass through this fire, it will change you, body and soul, forever.”

      “Pass through?” a woman asked.

      “Oh,” Amirani said, “yes. To become a Firewalker, one walks through fire.”

      She paled, and others began to whisper.

      Kersnik rose, any hint of fear well concealed behind his grimace. “Then shall we begin, Firebringer?”

      Ah. That name was going to stick, wasn’t it? Amirani looked to Vorsanos, who nodded.

      Amirani would use a piece of the First Flame within his breast to draw forth the Fire spirits, pull them close to the Veil, where his students could touch them. His visions had shown him the way, vibrant and painful.

      He reached out, letting the Flame deepen. Letting it reach out into Phlegethon, where the caorthannach built the Brass City. They would come, so eager for the chance to take hosts here. He shifted his vision to peer through the Veil and see into the Penumbra. They drew nigh, their cackles carried upon nether winds, felt rather than heard. They were, in a sense, children of Agni, and he had stolen their brother.

      A vibration built inside his chest. “You must form a pact with the spirit that comes to you. As you burn, you will feel it press upon your soul. Allow it in, but with reservation. You must retain yourself.” And how easy it would be for them to lose it. “I shall lend my own will against the spirit, but you and you alone must bear the brunt of it.”

      Kersnik looked to him, not backing down. So be it.

      Amirani nodded.

      And Kersnik stepped into the fire, becoming the first Firewalker of his Era.
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      Accepting then that we all exist within a cave and cannot perceive the Ontos—certainly not in its entirety—we may assume our world is but shadows. One must then ask: shadows of what? What is the deeper reality we cannot see? Beyond the physical, there must exist a realm of perfection, the source of the shadows. Here, though we cannot see them, are the unchanging Eide, the Ideals—whence, in fact we derive the term “eidolon”—of all that is or might be. Abstractions with greater reality than the paltry physical shapes.

      — Urania, Analects of the Muses
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        725 Bronze Age

      

      

      

      The rolling woods of Kalydon soon gave way to brush-covered highlands of central Elládos. Rugged escarpments and rocky cliffs broke the landscape beneath the cloudless blue sky. The beaten road toward Thebes was a long one, and Pandora and Theseus would need to skirt Mount Parnassus and the Minyan lands before they reached the great city.

      Though they had found easy rapport, Pandora noted Theseus had spoken little of himself. Rather, the earnest young man pestered her most of the first day for more tales of Herakles, no matter how much she protested she had not accompanied Herakles on the famed labours that so enthralled the boy. Indeed, Theseus knew more of Herakles’s accomplishments than Pandora, even if she knew better than most the demigod’s reasons for undertaking such impossible tasks. She had set him upon that path, in offering the hope of redemption through heroic deeds.

      Around noon, they paused beneath a fig tree, claiming a few of the succulent fruits from the branches. After savouring the juice from one, Pandora looked to her companion. “How did a young man such as yourself become embroiled in King Oeneus’s boar hunt?”

      From the way a fool grin spread over his face, Theseus had awaited just such a question. “Want to know my story, then? Ha! Well, I cannot as yet measure up to the deeds of Herakles or legendary Perseus. But give me time, and I swear my name will join theirs when bard songs ring through the marble halls of kings and queens.”

      For a moment, Pandora considered mentioning she had known Perseus as well. Theseus knew her as Nike, thinking her a Titan, and thus could have accepted she had known a man who lived a century back. But it pained her to think Perseus gone now, and she found herself little inclined to speak on the topic. It had proved hard enough to accept it when she had learnt Herakles was, in fact, Perseus’s great-grandson.

      Regardless, Theseus ploughed on, unaware of her brief melancholy.

      “My mother is named Aethra, the daughter of King Pittheus of Troezen. Were you to say to me you had never heard of it, I would not take offence. It’s a small polis upon the Strait of Korinth, founded by my grandfather and named for his fallen brother. It’s home to something like nine grandmothers and a seagull, or so I thought as a young child.

      “I was bastard born, you see, and—stories claimed—the son of Poseidon, though I later learnt this was, in fact, a tale spread by my grandfather Pittheus. The rumour that my mother had borne a child to an Olympian somewhat obviated the shame she had for bearing a child out of wedlock. But as is wont to happen, the people of Troezen whispered behind her back. How could it not be her fault, they would say, for having drawn a Titan’s eye to herself in the first place? Such run the thoughts of the masses. My mother was considered oft to blame for each ill turn of the wind or poor catch at sea. The shameful princess who got herself seduced—or raped, which was all the same in their eyes—by an Olympian and had not the good sense to flee from her home as had Europa or Io or any of the others.”

      Pandora bit her lip to stop herself from objecting that both women had been abducted and never given the chance to return home. From his bitter tone, Theseus knew all too well the malicious absurdity inherent in blaming the women for plights beyond their choosing.

      By unspoken accord, they resumed their trek.

      “Well, Pittheus was a descendant of Pelops, the once-great king whose many sons had tamed southern Elládos in days of old.” Pelops? Pandora had known a son of Tantalus by that name, a boy dying of a wasting disease. His father had made sacrifices to the gods, and the boy managed a miraculous recovery. The memory of Tantalus further soured her mood. Knowing what she did now, perhaps Tantalus had, in fact, treated Pelops with Nectar. Not that it absolved Tantalus of all he’d done to Pandora.

      “So, I was raised by my grandfather and my mother and rarely saw other children. They fled from me, having heard I was a bastard, and that they would taint themselves by my mere society. I played alone, racing through the halls of Pittheus’s palace, darting between the marble columns and pretending to hunt monsters in the darkened wine cellars beneath our home. Amid encompassing shadows, I would stalk, silent as a ghost, eager to slay the drakon Python struck down by Apollon or the famed chimera brought low by Bellerophon. Or running, swift as my bare feet could carry me, sand squelching betwixt my toes, I would cast myself as Perseus skewering Ketus, ready to rescue Andromeda.”

      Rather than look at Theseus, Pandora kept her eyes on the road, the fig dangling from her fingers almost forgotten. It was more than passing odd to hear someone speak of a distant past with such reverence, but regarding events she had witnessed and people she had known. A wistfulness tickled her, and she could feel tears threatening at the reminder of another price of her sojourns through time.

      “One day, about a year ago, word came of the return of Herakles, the warrior who had once broken the Minyan king at the head of Thebes’s army. The stories told how he rose from disgrace to slay an invincible lion in Nemea, saving a town from its ravages. I was enraptured, not only at having a new hero to emulate, but at the thought that this man, his name hated and tainted, was earning the respect of the masses across Elládos. Surely, I thought, were I to accomplish such deeds, I would escape the scorn of those who named me bastard.

      “My mother, Aethra, saw me on the seashore, testing my limits as a son of Poseidon. Convinced I ought to be able to hold my breath for longer than any Man or swim the whole of the Strait and reach Athenai. Mayhap she feared I would drown myself like the misguided fool I was.

      “‘It’s time you had the truth of your birth, Theseus,’ she said and bid me walk alongside her. Up the rocky slope we climbed. Until we came to a flat stone shelf, and upon this she sat, her gaze sweeping across the waters. She was looking to Athenai, I think, and imagining what events must have unfolded there. On a smaller rock, I perched beside her, sensing that she would speak when she was ready.

      “Time dragged on. I took to watching distant gulls, her promise of a tale of my past almost forgotten by the time she spoke. ‘It was sixteen years ago when King Aegeus came to call upon my father, an old friend of his. In his cups, he confided that he feared his brother, Pallas, who had fifteen sons, whilst Aegeus remained childless. Both were of the line of great Pandion, and Pallas’s sons had a worthy claim to the throne, should Aegeus fail to produce an heir. So desperate had Aegeus become, he told your grandfather that he believed he must marry again, in secret, unbeknownst to his wife.’

      “Mother had my rapt attention then and looked me deep in the eye. I remember … her hazel eyes seemed almost aflame with the orange flecks sometimes found in the Kreiad genos. ‘My father had recently received a prophecy from an Oracle,’ Mother said. ‘The Oracle told him that I would not marry well, at least not before the eyes of Man, but that my son would earn fame enough his name would echo among the immortals.’ You can imagine, of course, Goddess, how much pride swelled at hearing such a prophecy hung over me. ‘So,’ Mother said, ‘my father told me I was to marry Aegeus in secret.’ I imagine that my mother was not overly pleased to learn she could never reveal the truth of her marriage and would thus live in infamy the rest of her life. But if she resented it, she never told me nor let on.

      “She fell silent a moment more, then rose from the slab upon which she had rested. ‘After we had spent a few days and nights together, Aegeus brought me to this very spot and told me he must leave, return to Athenai, and see to his throne. With strength I could not fathom, he hefted this stone and beneath laid his burnished sword and his fine sandals, and said to me that, should I bear a strong son, when he is old enough to retrieve these items, I should tell him the truth of his heritage. Aegeus claimed that by this sword alone would he know his heir. So, Theseus, you are not the son of Poseidon but of the king of great Athenai. And if you can prove yourself worthy, perhaps you can save your father and his line. This is the duty he laid upon you before your birth.’

      “I cannot say whence came the strength to heft such an enormous slab of rock, but somehow I found it within myself. Heaving, drenched in sweat and muscles protesting, I raised it enough I could slide it over my shoulders, snatch up the items, and get clear before it came crashing down once more. My mother never needed to ask whether I would go to Athenai, for she knew the glory offered there was all I had ever sought.

      “Given what she had said of Pallas and his sons, though, I knew I would need more than mere birthright to save my father’s claim to the throne. I would need to arrive having first forged my own legend. Like Herakles, I swore to undertake labours that would spread my fame across Elládos, such that my arrival would forestall any treachery the sons of Pallas might intend.”

      The road had dragged on, and Pandora could not quite say when Theseus had fallen silent. His tale had left her entranced, walking whilst scarce realising time passed. Theseus was a son of the king of Athenai. He was thus a descendant of Athene, Pandora’s own granddaughter. After quick calculations in her head, she judged Theseus was probably some twenty or twenty-five generations removed from herself. The Moirai’s frightful Tapestry seemed woven of such hopelessly entangled threads, she could scarce fathom the scope of it.

      “Thus, you joined the hunt?” she asked.

      “Oh,” Theseus said with a grunt. He cracked his neck. “Not right away. There was more between here and there. I first would imbrue my father’s sword with the blood of murderers and thieves.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Once they had gathered firewood, with the setting sun drenching the hills in honeyed gold, Theseus resumed his tale. “Leaving Troezen, I took to wandering the less trodden roads that cut through Elládos. I passed through villages and towns, seeking tales of bandits and beasts, intent to make my name. I heard first of a supposed descendant of Hephaistos himself—I do not know if the rumour held truth—who was said to waylay travellers who sought to trek between Thebes and Korinth. This man, one Periphetes, carried with him a great club of iron which, according to the villagers, he would use to pummel to dust all who came before him.

      “I admit to a small twinge of doubt at the thought of facing a possible demigod in combat, having never before slain a man. But Ananke had thrown such an opportunity before me, and thus I could scarce spurn it. With somewhat hesitant steps, I followed the road, taking my time and making every effort to seem carefree. I had not the finery to seem wealthy, and certainly no chariot or horse to carry forth such a facade, but it seemed such mattered little to Periphetes.

      “One moment, I was walking along, eyeing some ominous dark clouds rolling in over the horizon. The next, a slavering madman was racing at me from the woods beside the road. As the villagers had warned me, he bore a club with a head of spiked iron, the dried blood upon it giving the metal an almost black look. No words did my attacker speak, and I scarce had time to draw my father’s sword before he was upon me.

      “All my play at heroism amounted to naught then, staring down at death approaching. Countless afternoons in the fields, training with a wooden sword, it availed me little. I remember … The teeth in his open, shrieking maw were brown and splintered, his gums black. Why that detail should stick in my mind when so much else became a blur, I cannot say. I dodged away from his wild overhead swing, and his club smacked into the dirt where I had stood a moment before.

      “Heart pounding, I danced aside, suddenly finding my xiphos, however fine, became paltry in light of the superior reach Periphetes’s oversized weapon gave him. His next swing came whooshing at my head, a vicious horizontal swipe. Had I moved a single breath slower, it would have splattered my skull. But I dropped to my knees and the club sailed overhead. On instinct alone, I rammed my xiphos into his gut.

      “Hot blood gushed from the wound, coating my arm, slicking my fingers. There was a stench of copper and shit that cut through even my own terror and shock at what I had done. The sword was so wet, it slipped from my trembling hand, and Periphetes stumbled backwards several steps before slumping onto his arse. He dropped his club as he did so, his hands clenching around my blade still wedged in his bowels.

      “His eyes …” Theseus paused and swallowed. He grunted something incomprehensible.

      Pandora gave him time, turning her attention to skinning the rabbit Theseus had caught that afternoon.

      The young man glowered and cracked his neck. “I think he was even more shocked than than I was. Like he couldn’t believe someone had actually challenged him, much less slain him. And I could see such agony wracking him. My heart was still hammering with such fervour it had become the only sound I could hear. But somehow, it seemed fitting to end him with his own blood-darked club. So, I took it up in both hands and drew nigh, and he made no effort to flee. Maybe he knew all he could hope for now was a swift death. With an overhead blow, I crushed his skull as he had done to so many others.

      “I didn’t sleep that night. Kept seeing his face. Those vile, rotting teeth. That awful, reeking wound. Most of all, the pain and fear and surprise in his eyes. Killing him wasn’t quite as it sounded in the songs.”

      Pandora frowned in sympathy before spitting the rabbit and setting it to roast. “Few things are. Bards make it sound so glorious, deeds of valour and battle. They never mention that you spend most of the time ready to piss yourself. They don’t tell you what it feels like to see a soul slip from its mortal sheath and know you have done that from which there can be no return.”

      Theseus steadied himself. He poked at the fire, probably for something to keep busy. “I was, uh … was caked filthy with his blood. All I could think was to wash the stain of it from me. Dazed, I wandered. Don’t know how long. But I was walking toward to Strait of Korinth, thinking to wade into the sea. Hoping to cleanse it all from me.

      “When I drew nigh, though, I heard a man screaming, begging for mercy. I darted toward the sound. Was that bravery? Or was I still too befuddled by the violence I’d just committed to even know what I was about? I crested a low hill and beheld a man, his arms bound to the top of a pine tree bent almost double, his legs chained to a stone. A rope had pulled the tree into an untenable shape, and another man was beside it, sniggering as he sawed through that rope with baleful relish. One slow, shallow pass of his knife at a time.

      “Once that rope snapped, the tree would spring back into position, tearing the man’s victim in half. I could not have imagined a more painful—or terrifying—end. Something came over me. A desperation to deny such atrocities by any means. I snatched a stone from the escarpment and, without another thought, hurled it at the villain. I don’t recall yelling, but in my fury, I must have, for the bandit turned toward me an instant before the rock would have connected with the back of his skull. Instead, he took the blow between the eyes, staggered a single step, and pitched over backward.

      “With all the speed I had ever managed, I raced toward the victim, certain the fraying rope would snap on its own before I reached him. It held, however, and with my father’s sword, I cut the bindings that held him to the tree. ‘Zeus Almighty!’ he cried, tears of relief and lingering terror slurring his words. I moved to check the bandit and found my blow had slain him already.

      “Thus, in the space of a day, I had killed two men. Was this not the very aim with which I had set out? Was this not the glory I had sought after with such fervour? The bandit—I later learnt his name was Sinis, called the Pine Bender—had on him keys to the fetters that bound his victim to the rock. Even as I unchained him, the tether upon the tree snapped. The pine lurched upward with a creaking roar, showering the pair of us in its needles. We both sat there, gaping, looking at it as it swayed back and forth before settling. I could not help but imagine the effect such power would have had upon a man. I’m sure the one I rescued felt the same.

      “When he embraced me, weeping openly by then, and promised to offer sacrifices to the gods in my name every year for so long as he should live, only then did I feel my resolve once more quicken. In his broken, shuddering gratitude, I knew that, in taking the life of those two monsters, I had saved many others. I still wanted fame, yes, for my own sake and for my father’s. More than that, I began to understand what I think must be the true reason behind Herakles’s labours.

      “So, I gave him my name, and I left him. Washed the blood from body and clothes. Travelled on. Later, I met a woman, Phaea, who told me of an enormous pig rampaging in Kalydon. By this time, I had heard tale of Herakles having slain the hydra, as well, and I knew a calling had come upon me. And there, hunting that boar, I met the man himself. And you, Goddess.”

      “Stop calling me that,” Pandora insisted. “Titans are not gods.” Nor was she even a Titan, though a Heliad, and thus surely descended from Titans.

      “As you say, Lady Nike.”

      Pandora sighed and removed the rabbit from the spit. “And you will continue down this path? Seeking out conflict?”

      He nodded and accepted a chunk of meat she tore off. “Until such time as my name is joined to Herakles and Perseus and the others, I shall. When I’ve claimed the fame I need, I will return to Athenai and come to my father’s aid.”

      He was so very young, she thought. But it was clear Theseus would not be swayed. Was it his will and nature that guided him? Perhaps. But Pandora could not help but wonder if the Moirai had not wrapt their threads around his neck, as well. They were, all of them, caught within the weave of the Tapestry.
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        725 Bronze Age

      

      

      

      From the tree line, leaning against an oak, Artemis saw when Prince Meleager sliced his sword across the throat of her beloved Orion. Or across the neck of what remained of Orion, his flesh now transformed into the obscene, glorious hybrid of Man and boar, his soul squelched by the cyclopean will of the ancient Boar God. She knew, in seeing her lover choke on his own blood in his final moments, she ought to have been wracked with utter horror. Disbelief and defiance ought to have warred within her soul, and she should have raced forwards and used the staff she bore—the very same that had first bound the Boar to Orion—to stave in Meleager’s offending skull.

      Yet Dionysus’s soothing caresses thrummed inside her, a whisper of assurance. It promised that all transpired as it must. There was sadness, for certain, and anger at what this Man had done. But the God had promised her that his was a long game, one still playing out upon the very face of the World. Dionysus wove with the loom of the Fates themselves, and one such as Artemis could not but bend to his awesome will.

      “Atalanta shall have the hide,” she heard the prince proclaim. “For she drew first blood.”

      Not even Dionysus’s tendrils of power within her soul were enough to quite suppress the shudder that tore through her. To think that her adopted daughter would unwittingly claim the skin of her foster father as a prize evoked such disgust she took a step forwards to put a stop to the blasphemous turns of Ananke.

      Not yet.

      Dionysus’s command came not in words so much as a compulsion, one crawling up from the base of her own mind. She was meant to let play out these events, and she could not act against the will of God.

      So, she watched as Meleager argued with his uncle, the fool man insisting upon denying any prize to a woman. The pair of them scuffled, and Artemis was little grieved to see Meleager’s uncle impale himself upon the prince’s sword during the struggle. The prince rose, dropping his sword, aghast at his own actions. As though his victim had not well deserved his fate.

      It’s coming.

      Once more, it was not Dionysus’s voice in her mind. Rather a foreign intuition that crept upon her and bestowed certainty unlike she had ever known before. Meleager toppled over sideways.

      “Meleager!” Atalanta yelled, Artemis’s daughter racing to the side of the prince so clearly besotted by her.

      With the instinct bestowed upon her by the God, Artemis knew what transpired. The entity that had previously taken Orion now crept inside the flesh of Orion’s murderer. The Boar God was not a being of flesh and blood but of ether, given form in the Mortal Realm only when it stole such a form from unwilling hosts. The spirit had preserved Orion’s body for a short time, before Meleager had ruined that flesh a second time.

      She knew, with intuition granted through her bond with Dionysus, that the Boar God would rise once more, wearing the flesh of Meleager. That its rage would never end. It would tear through the gathered hunters with the force of a tornado. Should they slay it once more, it would take another of them. Maybe, given time, someone would overcome the Boar God, but she imagined half of Elládos would be charnel before that happened.

      But such was not the will of Dionysus, and hers was not to question why he had let the creature rampage for a time and now sought to curtail further slaughter. She wanted to ask, if he thought to bring down the Olympians, why not use the Boar God to carve a path all the way to those lofty slopes? She wanted to push the God for clarity.

      But Maenads were meant to serve. The plans of God lay beyond the scope of the minds of Men or Titans.

      She felt the tendrils of his will guiding her forwards, the butt of her staff clacking upon the rocky ground as she moved. The hunters saw her and parted around her passing. Whilst Nike and Herakles tended to the stricken prince, Artemis’s daughter fretted.

      The girl’s distress cut through even the sense of destiny that gripped Artemis. How could she bear the suffering of one she named her own child?

      “Atalanta,” Artemis whispered, laying a hand upon the girl’s shoulder.

      Nike looked up, met her gaze.

      Sunder the Boar God’s connection with this Realm.

      Artemis hefted the spiralling staff over her head and flooded Pneuma into her limbs. Even so, it took a momentous effort before the wood snapped. As it broke, vestiges of Otherworldly power trickled unseen over her fingers, fine as tickling dust. At once, Meleager ceased his convulsions.

      Vertigo swelled over Artemis, and she swayed, kept on her feet only when Nike rose and caught her arm. Once, long ago, she had called Nike a friend. Her mind felt clouded with haze, but she remembered that. That had been when Nike fought for Zeus, the foe of the great God. Did that make her an enemy now? Artemis desperately hoped otherwise. Breathless, she mouthed the other woman’s name.

      Her daughter flung her arms around Artemis, offering her weeping gratitude for saving the prince. The man Artemis would have rather liked to have slain himself for what he’d done to Orion. She turned to gaze back at the corpse of her beloved. Surely he would willingly have given his life in service to glorious Dionysus, had he known of the God. The Boar God was gone from Orion now, and only his broken body remained.

      She wanted to weep for him but found herself unable to do so. Perhaps that tendril of God’s power in her soul kept such indulgent emotions from overflowing. So she told herself.

      Nike grabbed her arm and pulled her away before Artemis had managed to gather her thoughts, much less her strength. Breaking that staff had taken something out of her, that was certain. When they stood alone in a glade, Nike forced Artemis to meet her gaze. And she saw the accusation there and could not look for long.

      “You called this thing here in the first place.”

      Unable to deny the accusation, Artemis offered a single, slight nod. She had wanted to punish the whole of Elládos for taking Orion from her. She knew she had felt that wrath, at some point. And Dionysus had come … and …

      A fog was in her mind. She needed more of her God’s soothing Bacchic wine to ease her worries and still her churning thoughts.

      Cruel, petty Eurystheus had forced Herakles to go for the hind in service to his own vanity. As if Herakles was better than his father. As if any of the Men of this land deserved aught save her wrath.

      Abruptly, Nike stroked her cheek. The warmth of such a touch shattered Artemis’s dark musing and cleared a patch of the haze drifting within her mind. The Men of Elládos worshipped the Olympians, true, and Artemis had her grievances with both them and their gods. But was not unleashing something like the Boar God sheer madness? She had participated in rampant slaughter for the sake of chaos.

      “I’m sorry for …” Nike began, then paused when a tremble shook her. It was hard to cling to anger when the other woman so plainly understood her. Cared for her. “For all the iniquities of Fate and the World.”

      It almost broke her. Only the return of Dionysus’s touch cut through her growing confusion and returned the clarity of purpose she had almost lost. Nike was Zeus’s ally. Such precluded her being Artemis’s friend.

      “I need to find Hekate,” Nike said. How could it be the woman would not know Hekate was gone? Lost for centuries and, mostlike, never coming back. “Do you know where she is?”

      “I have not seen her in long years.” But the God, too, sought after Artemis’s former friend. Hekate was too great an ally to Zeus, and she too would have to fall for the Olympian order to crumble and the World to be set right.

      Nike nodded, her disappointment plain. “We … have to make the future we want.” The woman seemed almost stricken by her frustration, like it stole the breath from her.

      Artemis could have laughed at Nike’s statement, did it not so sting. “We can speak such words with practiced ease, Nike.” No, Zeus’s ally, all his allies, remained oblivious to the truth, of both God and Ananke. “The World is not so accommodating.”

      “Then make it accommodate.” A slight pause. “But not like this. You are better than this.”

      Was she? Nike had once more cut through the comforting connection Artemis held to her God. She could have hated her for that. Could have loved her for it. Artemis fell back and bit her lip. She let her face fall into her hands. She needed Dionysus’s strength. Oh, Thoth, she needed to flee from this hold he had upon her! “Find Hekate, then. There is a … danger pursuing her, I think. A force that means her ill.”

      “What force?”

      Artemis shook her head. Even now, her God would not permit her to name him to Nike. Her tongue refused to answer such a question with aught more than obliqueness. “Something Primordial, I think.”

      Nike nodded as though Artemis’s useless warning might have offered the least aid to her. “Go with care, my friend.”

      But staggering, weakened, and lost, Artemis was left to wander.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Nike and many of the other hunters had gone, making their way to the roads that called to them. Prince Meleager returned to his home, taking Atalanta with him, and his mother the queen held a feast in his honour. Oh, how that rankled, to see the wretch hoisted high after his slaying of Orion.

      The haze in her brain had Artemis lurking on the fringes of town, slumping in alleys to snatch desperate bouts of fitful sleep. Her God crept ever into her mind. Each time she closed her eyes, his fingers brushed her temples. His invisible lips kissed her neck, her back, her breasts, teasing forth an aching need in her.

      She must return to him. She must drink from his sacred wine once more and thus restore her flagging confidence in her deity.

      No, she told herself. First, she must attend to Orion.

      Atalanta had not seen the corpse of her foster father, so intent was she upon making her way to her paramour’s bed. Artemis alone had buried her beloved. So how could she abide the happiness of his killer?

      The World convulsed, unsteady beneath her feet, as she wended through the halls of King Oeneus. Despite her condition, it proved little challenge to conceal herself from the slaves and servants who bustled about in preparation for the hero’s feast Queen Althaea now hosted. Some saw her and dared not question the presence of a Titan. Others she slipped around, clinging to the shadows, though she needed to brace herself against the walls to keep steady.

      Return to your God …

      The summons thrummed through her flesh, calling forth an answer from her body. Artemis pressed a hand to her brow in hopes of pushing down the rising pressure betwixt her eyes. Without the quenching grace of Bacchic wine, her tongue felt parched by desert sands. Without the touch of God upon her body, her every breath ravaged her tortured soul.

      In moments, the doors would be thrown wide, the guests welcomed into Oeneus’s hall, and hateful Meleager heaped with praise and glory for Orion’s death.

      Slaughtered like a pig before the butcher.

      Did the thought come from Dionysus or from her own anguish?

      Artemis slapped a hand against a marble column. Why in Tartarus could she not weep? How she longed for that release. What a palliative it might prove if the dam within her could break. But no matter how she beat against the walls of her heart, they refused to crack. Her traitorous sentiments did not permit her true grief, only anguish.

      Thus, dizzy and dripping with chill sweat, looking not the least like an Olympian, did she come to Queen Althaea’s chambers. Had the servants seen her, hunched as she’d walked, they might have taken her for a drunken aristos rather than a Titan. But when the queen looked to her, Artemis summoned the last reserves of her will to stand tall. Artemis was a Phoebid. A daughter of Helios, yes, but it was her descent from Phoebe that shone through, and which Men might recognise in her.

      Return to the prurient embrace of God’s arms …

      For a moment, the queen’s eyes widened, and she opened her mouth as if to call for guards at the intrusion. Recognition dawned though, and Althaea dropped to her knees. “Goddess Artemis.”

      “Your brother fought against the Boar of Kalydon.”

      Artemis had the sense that, had Dionysus wished, he could have tightened his leash about her and tugged her back to him at any time. He permitted her this vengeance. Even God understood the need to avenge wrongs done to one’s loved ones.

      “He died there.” Strain thickened Althaea’s voice. The feast would honour the fallen almost as much as it did her victorious son.

      “Yes,” Artemis agreed. “But not by the tusk of any boar. Rather, upon an iron blade he fell.”

      “W-what?” Her obeisance forgotten, Althaea was on her feet at once.

      Artemis’s legs threatened to give out from beneath her. She needed to return to Dionysus. She needed the Bacchic wine before she collapsed in upon herself, reduced to a simpering heap of useless flesh. “Your brother was struck down by your own son over a petty quarrel about the spoils of victory. Whilst you honour Meleager, your brother’s unquiet shade squirms at the edge of the Underworld.”

      Artemis suspected such was even true. How could the man not begrudge his nephew for his death, even if it had been an accident?

      Blanching, Althaea staggered backwards, bumped into the hearth, and slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Artemis allowed herself a sigh of relief. It would not be a happy feast for Meleager.
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      Stone grated, dust spilling upon Hekate’s face even as the pale candlelight cast blinding flashes into eyes that knew only darkness. When her vision returned, a grey, desiccated face greeted her, the red gleam of its eyes making plain its wretched nature. The flesh-eating creature that the Kumari Kandamians called a preta or ghul. A revenant, though not in possession of any corpse, Hekate had to assume.

      The ghost backed away, allowing Hekate to sit, gasping down reflexive gulps of air. Beyond the preta, holding a second candle, stood Persephone.

      Painful hope lanced through the resigned, maddening horror that had gripped her, and Hekate turned about, searching every dancing shadow for Hades’s wraiths.

      “I couldn’t leave you here,” Persephone whispered. The wan light cast her face in ominous chiaroscuro, but Hekate would always recognise the girl she had considered a third daughter. Denied Ambrosia, age had begun to work its cruelties upon her. A wonder, in fact, now that Hekate considered it, that Persephone had aged so little in the two centuries since her abduction.

      Hekate tried to climb from the sarcophagus, but her legs gave out. Though she had no physical flesh, it seemed even her soul expected cramps after being so long confined. The preta caught her arm, keeping her from slumping to the ground.

      “This is Melinoë,” Persephone said. Demeter’s daughter stepped in to wrap her arms around Hekate, the ghost falling back in silence. Hekate returned the embrace, her relief at escaping that box so great she could not force out words.

      Melinoë had fallen back to the threshold, peering into the gloom, and Hekate, too, found her gaze continuously darting about, searching for ambush.

      “Melinoë is my daughter by Hades,” Persephone admitted when she at last released Hekate.

      Mind reeling from imprisonment, Hekate didn’t know how to begin to process that. Ghosts, being dead, had no capacity to seed or carry life. Her grimoire indicated some ghosts could transmogrify into living spirits, though. Had Hades managed this? Or had he conceived through some more profane exercise of his momentous power?

      “I came to get you out,” Hekate rasped, forcing herself back to the more pressing situation. “I can get us back across the river.”

      Persephone’s mouth quirked in a sad smile. “He always believed you would try.” Wait, was this a trap? Hades had known she would attempt this? “Only his arrogance in thinking you beaten allowed us to reach you now. Hekate …” Persephone’s weak smile could have broken her heart. “I am dead. Once I had borne him Melinoë, I … I took my own life in a vain hope of escaping this place. Of course, I should have known better. He had always planned to kill me before my beauty vanished entirely.”

      Her words bludgeoned Hekate. Beat her to a bloody pulp, left her gasping for air, unable to find her voice.

      “And even could I have left,” Persephone continued, “both of my children are ghosts.”

      Both. “Zagreus,” Hekate fair growled that name.

      “Hades has corrupted his mind, but still, he remains my son and I cannot turn my back upon him anymore than you could abandon your children.”

      Hekate had thought she had come here for one of her children. “How is it that Zeus’s son serves Hades, while Hades’s daughter is willing to betray him?”

      It was Melinoë who answered, her voice hollow and echoing with disdainful mockery. “Whence comes Hades? From a world where even a dead cock places man above woman.”

      Even in death? Of course. Why would Hades become more magnanimous in such a place than he’d been as a prince with all the world’s bounty dropped in his lap? It took but a moment to apprehend the whole of Melinoë’s plight. Hades had gone to some lengths to sire a child and rejected that child on seeing it female.

      Another question loomed, however. One Hekate had never been sure how to ask, but one that demanded an answer. “How could … how could Zeus father a child on his own daughter?”

      Persephone’s face held oceans of shame and answers beyond words. “He really wanted … said it would be nice, just once, to bond us closer.”

      Aghast, gut churning in disgust, Hekate held up her hand lest the girl continue. Another word might have broken her. She could not hear this. Not this.

      “He has some plan for Zagreus,” Persephone said, “though I know not what. He’s been hoarding souls toward some momentous undertaking. Some means of revenging himself upon my father.” And Hekate almost wanted to see Hades succeed now. Even the King of the Dead seemed less vile than the King of the Living. “Maybe vengeance upon you as well.”

      Yes, well, that sounded somewhat less pleasant. Hekate had earned Hades’s ire, many times over.

      The desperate compulsion to condemn Persephone for allowing herself to be seduced almost overwhelmed Hekate. Only, Hekate too had made her share of mistakes, and many had paid the price for them. “I won’t leave here without you.”

      “You have to. There’s naught you can do for me, Hekate. My body turned to dust more than a century ago.” Resignation painted her face and strained her voice. “Melinoë can help you escape Kek.”

      No, no, no. She had come so far, endured so very much. Had sought for centuries to find a way to save Persephone from this fate.

      “I will remain here,” the girl said, as if Hekate’s thoughts were writ plain upon her face. “I have my children. I endure.”

      Hekate wanted to scream. To beat her fists against the walls in denial of her utter failure. Most of all, to destroy Hades for the suffering he had wrought. The agonies he had visited upon Persephone. Anguish that, in the end, came back to Hekate and Zeus.

      Had she come here … to fail?

      But another thought swirled up. A hope that had before seemed impossible, but maybe, here in this place … “Hades has dominated his wraiths with his will.”

      “Yes,” Persephone said.

      “If I could wrest their wills free, they might turn on him.”

      Already, the other woman was shaking her head. “He has gorged himself upon souls for centuries. You cannot overcome him thus, Hekate. Mostlike, he intends to kill you, let you become a wraith, and bind you as well.” She allowed herself a mirthless smile at the thought. Wouldn’t it be amusing, when Aeshma showed up to claim its due? “Your only chance lies in escape before he realises you are free. Flee, and never return to the Underworld.”

      Was it petty vengeance against Hades that forced her to refuse? She wanted to believe it loyalty to reclaim her lost friend. “Perhaps I cannot overcome his will and free them all. But I will strip him of one in particular. I will find Keuthonymos. I owe him as much.”

      “You didn’t come here for him,” Persephone protested.

      “I should have. I should have long back, and I aim to rectify it now.”

      Melinoë took a step toward her. “I can help you find the wraith. But I cannot reveal my perfidy in front of it. If you fail, my actions would be reported to Hades. Father would see me suffer without end for daring to thwart his will.”

      Hekate offered a grim nod. “Just get me to Keuthos.”
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      Much though she strove to keep her gaze upon the gloomy halls ahead—faintly illuminated by pale candles set into periodic alcoves—Hekate could not stop herself from casting surreptitious glances at Melinoë. Persephone’s daughter had endured in death having never known life. The ruination of her etheric body came not from deterioration of flesh, for if she had ever possessed any, surely it had withered soon after her birth. How she had managed to evolve into this semblance of a grown woman, Hekate could not fathom. Most ghosts, so far as she knew, did not age past their deaths, maintaining such an image of themselves as last they perceived.

      Perhaps the answer lay in the bitter truth that Melinoë had not lived long enough to have a self-image.

      “Do you judge me?” the ghost rasped.

      Hekate managed a bitter snort at that. Who was she to judge anyone, living or dead? “I am a sorceress. I have traded my own soul, piece by piece, for ephemeral powers. When at last I perish, I shall envy you the existence you now endure.”

      A rock-hard grip seized her bicep and twisted her around, forcing her to meet that incarnadine gaze. “Envy the misbegotten reject enslaved to her father’s schemes and yet still seen as naught but a shadow of her brother?”

      The ghost’s pain wriggled beneath the surface of that glowering dead face. A veritable sea of torments, the greatest of which came in the rejection of one who ought to have treasured her. Who had bent the laws of reality to sire her, then cast her aside when she did not fit the image of the son he sought.

      Why was it, no matter how broken one’s parents, one forever sought their approval?

      “I will see you freed of this.” The words slipped out, unplanned, and no doubt ill-spoken. How could Hekate hope to keep such a promise? In Hades she had created a monster she could no longer hope to control. Cosmic hubris had prompted her to think she might create a king of ghosts bound to her power. That she might murder a man in the most horrific way imaginable and not transform him into a blight upon the cosmos.

      All the evil wrought in the name of Hades’s madness, of his vengeance, fell upon her.

      And thus, she refused to withdraw her claim. That promise hung in the air between herself and the ghost, Melinoë’s rubescent eyes searching for hint of deception. She would find none, though. However long it took, Hekate resolved, she would see Persephone and her daughter freed from Hades’s grasp.

      With a grunt, Melinoë released her, then plodded down the corridor. At last, she paused before a wide subterranean chamber supported by stalagmites carved into skull-covered pillars. Candles set within the columns cast wavering green light, teasing out the shape of this place. Rents in the floor, some ten or more feet long, opened into black voids that might well have pitched into the limitless depths of the Roil. Fell, howling winds whispered up from those chasms, carrying with them the scent of a decaying bog.

      Melinoë pointed toward an opening on the far side of the chamber. “There, it feeds.”

      With each step this way, the terror of the wraith had tightened her chest further. Anticipation of reclaiming her friend failed to cover the dread of what this creature could do to her. Sorcerers sacrificed so much of their human emotions. Not fear, though. There was always fear. The worry that all those spirits casually enslaved would come for vengeance. The dread of impending damnation. The unease inherent in touching the Realms beyond, knowing one ventured into predator-filled waters. Unless she missed her guess, even the maddest of sorcerers, those who had perceived darker truths of the World and lost themselves in revelations—quivered in the depths of their broken souls.

      In the end, maybe, sorcerers were the only ones who realised just how much there was to fear in the dark.

      Whimpers greeted her as she threaded a narrow path between rents. The fraying final gasps of a soul being devoured within the alcove had her clenching her jaw. Did spirits utterly destroy the souls they consumed? No mortal could ever be certain, but deep down, she feared not even that fate would spare her from the demonic reckoning ahead.

      Though she tried to keep silent, could not hear her own sandals upon stone over the dwindling sounds of screams, a sudden hiss from the wraith announced it—he—had sensed her presence. Like a fog spilling from an icy peak, Keuthos wafted into the chamber, the fraying ends of his shroud billowing about him, vanishing into the darkness.

      Hekate had not attempted a contest of wills with a wraith, much less with one controlled by … whatever Hades had become. Most necromancers would have named vying against such a ghost suicidal madness. Perhaps it was. Much too late to turn back now.

      The wraith drifted close until Hekate’s flesh prickled at the presence of the turbulent Dark nigh brushing against her. “Hekate …” Keuthos cooed, the sound a mind-flensing caress. A promise of unspeakable agonies wrapt in seductive allure.

      At the same instant the wraith launched itself at her, shroud flying up to encircle her like wings, Hekate punched her hand into its chest. Her necromantic abilities pierced etheric flesh, fingers wrapping around the still heart that yet served as the core of Keuthos’s abraded soul. Even so, his impact drove her down, spilling her onto her back. Skeletal claws dug into the left side of her cheek, her flesh desiccating and weeping as bits of her essence bled away.

      Screaming. Shrieking at the unnameable agonies of having her life sucked out, even as that shrouded face leaned close, allowing the chaotic void to scrape over her.

      With the sum of all her will, Hekate grasped Keuthos’s heart. She remembered the Hyperborean boy she had met in Byblos, in the Lodge of Whispers. Young and fair, and so innocently lusting for her. She remembered the long days and long nights in the Empty Desert. A thousand, thousand conversations, the best of which led nowhere and amounted to naught. Or perhaps those nights led in slow spirals to the very hearts of the two young sorcerers, before they had lost themselves.

      She remembered bitter words in Helion.

      “You do not know the path you follow … I would help you if I could …”

      How right he had been back then. How right about everything.

      Even his death at Kratos’s hands fell upon her, for he, the loyal fool, had tried to shelter them from the Ouranid League.

      “I’ll keep you by my side from this moment forth,” she had promised, only to have him snatched away, throat crunched beneath a Titan sandal.

      “Come back to me,” she pled.

      More of herself, of vestiges of her humanity still lingering, began to fray. Intangible pieces of her core bled into the air, sucked down by the wraith. Agonised convulsions wracked her.

      “Keuthos!” she wept, fingers digging into the ashen mass of his heart. Within, she could feel the seething Dark, the moil of Khaos that had so warped her friend. “Come back to me.”

      There, a gossamer fetter had encircled that heart. A manifestation of Hades’s hold over Keuthos. Or, at least, her perception of that manifestation, her mind projecting it as a chain. All she had left in her she poured into tugging upon that chain. Along the tether, Hades’s sudden awareness shot through her like a current, desperate to hold taut his necromantic bindings. The so-called God of the Dead was not fast enough though, not against one who knew Keuthos so well, who had spent so much time with him as a man she could reach those last, threadbare fragments of his soul.

      A snap lashed against her as the chain broke. An instant of blinding pain that drowned out all sensation. When sight and hearing returned, she blinked and found Keuthos now standing over her, his shroud wrapt tight about his head and torso, though still billowing about the ground.

      “Impossible …” he hissed.

      “I wasn’t going to leave you,” she said. Speaking felt like crawling face-first over shattered ostraka.

      “I cannot believe it worked,” Melinoë said, now trudging into the chamber.

      At least Hekate could take comfort in the abundance of confidence the pair of them held in her.

      She spared a glance for Persephone’s daughter. “Come with us.”

      A single shake of her head. “I will not leave my mother.”

      Which Hekate had known already.

      “We must … move …” Keuthos rasped. “He will be … coming to reclaim … his servant …”

      Hekate’s knees threatened to give out beneath her as she tried to rise, forcing her to catch herself on her hands. Nyx, that had taken all she had! But Keuthos was right. If Hades reached them, he’d kill her and reassert his claim over her friend.

      Teeth gritted against pain and exhaustion, Hekate managed her feet. “Lead the way.”
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      The undulant landscape of the Roil flowed before them, a path leading down to the River Styx and, she dared to hope, their egress from this nightmare. With Keuthos’s guidance, Hekate had found a secret route out of Kek, one that had deposited them in the mountains.

      The wraith’s words now, though, had her twisting about to gape at the silent billowing of his tattered shroud, imagining what his visage—if such still existed—must have looked like beneath it.

      “I would never bind you to my will,” she insisted, “neither inside my body nor through evocation.”

      “And yet … you will not … provide a body …”

      “My body is on Sarpedon, Keuthos. I don’t exactly have a fresh corpse lying around.”

      “Because … you never … intended to … come for me …” Though the wraith’s voice susurrated like the wind, somehow he had instilled it with the crack of a whip. A well-deserved rebuke, for she had failed him these long centuries, without doubt.

      “I didn’t know how to reach this necropolis,” she protested. “I didn’t even know which necropolis to find you in until I met Zagreus.” Her excuses sounded weak, even to her own ears.

      Her only answer was an irate hiss. Rage and pain made him impatient, she knew. After an age of torment, the wraith scarce dared to image even the small reprieve he’d find in returning to the Mortal Realm.

      But she’d spoken the truth—she would need to arrange a dead body for him to claim. Doing so might allow him to return as a revenant.

      Careful of her footing, Hekate resumed her descent toward the river. Hades would be seeking them, of course, so they could afford no further delay. She’d made it only a dozen paces when her sandal skidded over obsidian that turned slick beneath her heel. An icy grip on her flailing wrist kept her from tumbling face-first down the incline.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled.

      When she had her footing once more, Keuthos released her.

      As they drew nigh to the river, she glanced at him. “Can we afford to wait on the ferry? Won’t he know we must come this way?”

      “Mostlike … he does not yet realise … we have escaped the city walls.”

      The wraith’s supposition did not offer so much reassurance as Hekate might have wished.

      Perhaps he realised it. Perhaps he saw the danger. “Along the shore … lies another dock …”

      Hekate peered along the tenebrous bank of the river. Onyx protrusions rose from an amorphous, malevolent landscape that would make passage along it treacherous and slow. Even if Hades had not learnt they had left Kek, he soon would, and his remaining wraiths would come for their souls.

      Yet down the river, she saw no sign of Kharon’s ferry. Indeed, might the creature know they had betrayed its master? Too many questions, and she just didn’t know⁠—

      A burbling in the waters drew her eye an instant before water spilled down a rising form, lithe and naked. Matted dark hair seemed to merge with the black waters as the feminine shape arose, her skin tinged grey-blue and, beneath her ribs, broken by hints of ebony scales.

      “Styx?” Hekate gasped.

      Opalescent eyes met her own, nictitating, hinting at alien thoughts swirling beneath the surface.

      Baring sharklike teeth, Styx lurched upward, a waterspout flinging her from the river to land upon the dock. As she flew, Hekate thought that, within the dark waters, she saw a hint of a fish tail, though when Styx landed, it was on legs. Albeit legs marred by more dark scales.

      Somehow dead Styx had become a mer. “Submit,” Tethys’s daughter cooed, voice deep as the river whence she’d emerged. Her words thrummed through Hekate’s skull, making her knees wobble and her head bow. The request seemed so reasonable, after all. Why should she not prostrate herself before this river goddess and offer due obeisance? Why should she not cease her struggles …

      She did not see Keuthos move, but she heard the wraith’s sibilant hiss and the mer’s answering growl.

      As if a veil had fallen away from her eyes, Hekate could see once more, could think and behold. And wonder at how Styx had managed to affect her mind with the Voice. Could she attribute it to her exhaustion, or did the mer truly hold such power that her enchantment would work even upon Hekate?

      Either way, Styx fell back now, the mer dodging swipes of Keuthos’s skeletal claws. The wraith moved fast, shroud flapping, disguising his strikes. Styx hissed as Keuthos connected, fingers lacerating her abdomen. Even so, the mer managed to get a hand upon the wraith. Her blow sent him stumbling toward the river. Black waters surged to meet him like a rising fist. They smacked into Hekate’s companion, and Keuthos vanished beneath the turbulent dark.

      With a growl, Hekate launched herself at Styx, drawing upon Pneumatikoi. The mer spun, baring teeth, but Hekate’s punch collided with the same spot in her stomach that Keuthos had rent open. Her hand punched through scale and flesh. Her fingers wrapt around guts. A savage yank pulled Styx’s entrails out.

      Sparing a glance at the waters, she caught sight of Keuthos splashing ashore, his shroud now plastered against an emaciated form. One lacking substance beneath the ribs, so far as she could tell.

      Desperately clutching her insides, Styx crawled toward the refuge of her river. Hekate stepped around her, positioning herself betwixt the mer and her escape, and knelt. “You know,” she said, meeting the mer’s gaze, “I never liked you. Your taunts and jibes tormented a young girl who might have seen you as an older sister, had you been less of a bitch. But the wheel turns, and those who tyrannise oft get their due.” It was hard to make out emotion within those pupilless eyes, but Hekate fancied she saw the delicious flicker of fear within. “Still. I might have forgiven, might have let go … Had you not raised a brood even more spiteful and depraved than yourself.”

      Those eyes widened.

      Hekate seized Styx’s slimy hair and dragged the wretched mer toward where Keuthos now knelt, caught in tremors that left his form flickering as if it might break apart and be drawn into the Dark of this place. Something she’d not allow.

      “Did you know it was your own brutal child, Kratos, who murdered Keuthonymos?” Hekate asked. She flung the mer before the wraith. “Crushed his throat beneath his sandal.” She kicked Styx in the neck, allowing herself a malicious grin at the sound of crunching vertebrae. Flapping gills seemed to gasp for water from which to draw more air. “Take her soul,” she said to Keuthos. “Restore yourself.”

      The way he skittered over the prone mermaid evoked images of Kemetian scarabs swarming a carcass. A sodden shroud concealed whatever macabre display might accompany the devouring of a soul, but even beneath it, Hekate saw a thrashing that abated all too soon. When the wraith rose—flowed upward more than stood—all that remained of Styx was a desiccated husk that had already begun to sink into the land.

      “The ferry … comes …” Keuthos said, facing Hekate and making no comment on what they had done to the mer.

      Maybe there was naught
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