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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/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Omnia mutantur, nihil interit.”

        — Ovid, Metamorphoses

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Asura Era, Dark Age

      

      

      

      In the wake of the Pandavas’ war, the world had grown more violent still, and Matarśivan wandered the breadth of Kumari Kandam, watching as Men denied all bonds of kinship and precepts of compassion. As mothers sold children for gaudy jewels and brothers murdered one another for petty jealousies. As cities burnt to ash, families starved, and civilisation collapsed.

      Ever he concealed himself from his erstwhile brethren, for they could not understand what he had become: a vagrant striving against the inevitable end that lurched ever closer with each passing year. As now, when he crouched in twilight in a battlefield south of Ayodhya, watching the ravens gather for their feast. Blood and faeces had turned the rolling hills to foetid mud that sucked at the feet of those who searched for survivors or plunder.

      The Danavas—Asuras, now—had risen again and struck out against the Adityas, who thought to deny them Amrita. From the shadows, Matarśivan watched their war and the petty, fool part the remnants of the Dodecadic Circle took in it. The Rishi walked among both sides, wilfully ignorant to the true threat.

      He watched, wondering if aught he might do would avert the visions he saw now with damning clarity in flame. The rise of the Archon Lord impended, and it would devour the sum of all Prakasa. So many times, he fought the temptation to seek out another Rishi alone, to try to win someone to his side.

      But he had sworn to face this alone, to never trust them again, and sworn it with good reason. Still, he watched Arundhati slink amid the war-torn wasteland that had become Kosala. The need to call out to her—perhaps the wisest and most primed to truly hear his words—it whirled about him, almost as ever-present as Surtr’s struggles to claim his body.

      The Rishi moved now through the gloaming as if part of it, mostly unnoticed by those Men and Adityas still dying. Matarśivan saw her kneel among them, siphoning off bits of her Prana to save those who might live. For those beyond saving, she would end their suffering with mercy. And could she abate his suffering? Could she offer him any ally in his struggle against the end he had foreseen? Perhaps, but Matarśivan could not afford to trust. She might just as easily summon others of the Rishi to try to apprehend him. Some must still blame him for the sundering of the Circle. He had brought them only the truth, but they condemned him for the ramifications of that revelation.

      Without warning, a tremor seized the ground and Arundhati stumbled, dropping to the mud some distance away from him. Dread apprehension filled him, and Matarśivan rose, turning to survey the convulsing landscape. Hills bucked and flowed toward one another as if they had become part of a turbulent sea, heaving and perverse.

      The tremors redoubled and Matarśivan flailed, unable to keep his balance. His knee sloshed down in the muck and he landed on his hands. His fingers squelched down into the mud, but even as he touched it, it began to lose its viscosity, as though some force had desiccated the whole of the battlefield. Mud become dried-out dirt caked his fingers.

      Struggling to regain his feet, he beheld the woods beyond the field, just visible in the growing darkness. But … it looked like the whole of the forest had begun to crack and flow like motes of dust half seen in the twilight. Boughs snapped like dried tinder, and the wood collapsed inward.

      Now Arundhati looked to him, hand to her mouth. He had no time to wonder what she made of the torment that wracked Ayodhya. The land a hundred feet away exploded upward in a rain of dehydrated turf and withered corpses, as if a volcano had burst from the field. Rather than magma, the geyser spewed out a sinuous black form that stretched on and on, its saurian maw rushing up toward the moon as though intent on swallowing it whole. Great spines ran along the back of the creature, and a forest of horns sprouted from its head, any one of which must be larger than Matarśivan.

      Where the serpent thrashed, the desiccation increased. Its squamous bulk slammed into the field, creating fresh tremors and hurling dust and cadavers skyward. The impact nigh sent him to his knees once more.

      The serpent seemed endless, for even as it darted about the field—swallowing corpses!—it continued to pour from its subterranean nest. The scope defied comprehension as if it was but a tendril of something greater. Because, of course, it was. The corpse-gnawing abomination was but a sliver of the writhing nest of serpents that composed the greater scope of the dread god at the heart of the World.

      Balking, Matarśivan could do naught save stare in rapt terror.

      Yaldabaoth, the Lord of Archons, had come, had breached the scope of the Mortal Realm and now, at long last, begun to feast upon the living and dead. The World convulsed and withered at its passage.

      Shaking himself free of his stupor, Matarśivan cast about himself, looking for a source of flame, knowing that naught he could muster would impede this horror. Whether the Asuras had intentionally unleashed this draconic abomination or it had been drawn out simply by the unrivalled slaughter that now seized the World, still, the end he had foreseen had arrived.

      His worst fear, the prescient nightmare that ravaged his sanity and threatened ever to drag him into despondency, had arrived.

      He had seen … in the flame … He had seen himself seeking out the greatest warrior among the Adityas. Had seen himself finding Kali, imploring her to go into battle. For this moment, no doubt, given that he could not have defeated this eldritch god—his visions made that clear enough.

      Arundhati had taken to the air and flew over the lurching serpent, perhaps searching for some weakness. She would not find one.

      Matarśivan dared to hope she would not try to engage the dark dragon.

      Either way, he did the only thing he could. He ran.

      A mad dash away from the field—if ever there was a time he missed the freedom of wings!—and dried mud cracked under his sandals with each fall of his feet. He ran, knowing he abandoned the fallen here to be consumed by the devouring darkness that would feast upon their souls.

      Utter desperation had him now, and no option lay before him save to trust that, if his vision showed him calling upon Kali, perhaps she could do the unthinkable and overcome this aspect of the dark god.

      It was the only play left before the ending of the World.
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      From the apples of the Tree of Life, using a formula known only to Hebe, daughter of Zeus, we ferment the Ambrosia, the golden lifeblood of the Titans. This liquor alone sustains immortality, enhances Pneuma, and—as has been observed—acts as a rather potent aphrodisiac. Titans who have drunk even have their blood take on its golden tint, turning to ichor. And the first, greatest law of the Olympians is that no Man shall ever taste its splendour.

      — Polyhymnia, Analects of the Muses
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            PANDORA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1550 Silver Age

      

      

      

      Pandora’s heart was broken, its pieces scattered across the sea of time, the sum of it beyond the chance of ever becoming whole once more. Such were her thoughts as she stumbled back to the manse she shared with Prometheus, outside Tyros. History had played out as it had always did, and she remained trapped within the coils of the ouroboros. She had, given the chance, chosen not to prevent her child self’s worst torments and abuses. She had chosen to stand by and allow Europa, her adoptive mother, to be abducted and raped, all in the name of the preservation of a timeline loathsome beyond endurance.

      Thus, dolorous, drained of Pneuma, and filled with choking bouts of self-loathing, did she collapse on the beach before her house, unable to bring herself to even open the door. Instead, she beat the sands as if she might pulverise them and, along with them, tame the currents of history that so abused her and her kin.

      History was merciless.

      As she stared up the firmament, the stars seemed to swirl, the heavens caught in a maelstrom overhead, as powerless to escape the currents of Fate as she was. If Hekate was right and, given what Prometheus had said of the Elder Gods, Pandora believed it, then, somewhere out there, beyond mortal perception, lurked cosmic predators. In the dark between the stars, in the fathomless depths of the Okeanus, they waited. Hungry.

      Tiamat, the Leviathan, was but one such abomination, and it alone fit to consume the whole of Gaia if she failed. And, if Pandora sought to avert the future, she had failed at every step along the way. Not once, so far as she could tell, had she changed the course of history. There had to be some other way, some route past this obscenity, toward a destination she could stomach for herself, for her loved ones, for all of Mankind. Her fingers dug rivets in the sand. For a moment, she relished the grit, the sheer, unadulterated realness of it. Faced with invisible, unknowable horrors, forced to look again and again upon the all-encircling coils of the ouroboros, this grime alone became the thing she could touch and thus ground herself upon.

      She could surrender now, could she not? She could say, this much is enough. Let Fate attend to itself, for were it so inviolable, it could well enough endure without further input. She could stay here, in this house, beside her husband, and just live. That, and wait for him to be imprisoned in Tartarus. Wait for her past self to grow to adulthood, start her journey, and begin this cycle all over again.

      A sigh tore from her, and into it she poured her doubts and her despair, for there was no solution in hiding, and one could not outrun the pace of time itself. So, at last, she pushed herself up off the beach, rose, and brushed the sand from her peplos as best she could.

      There was … such darkness, out there in the World.

      But Pandora refused to believe darkness was all there was. Time and again, as oft as it took, she would carry the flame to push back the shadows. Always, always one more attempt to find a way free of these coils.

      She found Prometheus upon their portico, legs folded, staring out at the waves. Mostlike, he sat here awaiting her return. Perhaps he’d known she was on the beach and had left her there to sort through the moil of her thoughts, to face the battle of her despair, trusting her to emerge victorious in the end. He did not speak or even look to her as she came to sit beside him, but she felt the warmth of his regard brushing across her, nonetheless. Their passions forever blazed like the Flames within their breasts, and she knew he would not turn from her, in this, or any, life.

      “I think …” Pandora swallowed, for though an incipient plan had wormed its way into her mind, it seemed blasphemous to give voice to it. And still, it was her last, most desperate ploy to find a way free of the maze in which she remained lost. Prometheus had his gambit with the Destroyer, and maybe, when time played out, his would prove the path of Man’s last hope. Still, she knew he saw but fragments of the future and thence extrapolated everything else and, thus, might fail. Pandora too had to be willing to bet all she had, her soul, upon the ends she sought. Succeed or fail, she had to be able to say to herself she had taken every chance, even those others would not dare.

      So she cleared her throat and began again. “I will see the Moirai themselves.”

      Now, slowly, her husband turned to look at her, his expression unreadable save for the hint of dread in his starlit, sapphire eyes. Fear for her, perhaps, and behind it, something else. A realisation they had always been heading here, and he must now deliver her to his mistresses or else refuse Pandora. That, she suspected, he could not do. “An audience with them will not avail you. They shall not be swayed from the course set at the dawn of time, least of all by the will of a mortal already accounted for within their weaving.”

      “Nevertheless,” she said, firming both her jaw and her nerve. “I will look them in the eyes and I will hold them answerable for the obscenities they have made of our lives.” She was proud that only the slightest tremor had slipped into her voice, considering what she proposed. She would confront, with ire in her breast, beings beyond gods, beyond time itself, and demand they explain themselves to her. The audacity of it surpassed even what Men would term hubris until it became something else, something without name or precedent.

      Some private war raged behind his crystalline eyes and, after a moment, he shut them, steadying himself. “Long ago, when the World was yet young, I too made that choice. I came before them to demand answers, and answers they gave, though at the cost of the pact I made with them. For me, they revealed the Ontos, confirming my greatest fears. Superseding those terrors, even, for the Truth I learnt then was worse than I imagined. You cannot begin to imagine the price of that knowledge, borne through the uncounted millennia of my life since that day. It has left me to devote nigh every moment since toward a solution, no matter how desperate.” He paused, clasping her hand, squeezing her fingers. “I would not wish such a burden upon you, and I shudder to imagine what price they might ask, only to give you answers you, in your heart, already apprehend well enough. You cannot stop the Eschaton. You cannot forestall a future already in motion.”

      Pandora stared at him a time before pulling free her fingers. She believed every word he spoke, and yet, she could not live with herself if she did not press forward, all the way to the end, however bitter it proved. “Where do I find them?”

      He sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “It was a riddle, of a sort, one I had to solve. The answer, it led me to the place where life began, in the shelter of mighty boughs.” He dropped his hand from his face and fitted her with that piercing look of his.

      “The Tree of Life.”

      He nodded and blew out a breath. “I found a hollow, inside the tree, and trod down amid the roots until I came to a well. There, I found the three weave women, those loathsome creatures who bound me to an oath I did not, at that time, yet understand. Only later, when I found time would bend back to prevent my death, did apprehension of the true depths of my pact dawn upon me. Only when I looked upon the eldritch, unfathomable true form of an Archon did I believe. Only when I had stolen the First Flame and saw my fate.”

      A realisation came upon her then and, with it, a chill that sent shudders down her spine, though the night was warm enough. “You went to them because I—Aditi died.”

      He didn’t answer, instead taking her hand once more. “I know there is some time for us, in years to come. Go back to that time, beloved, and make a life for us, such as we may. Do not go to Atlantis. If they see you at all, they will not deign to appear save at the final moments, when it will be too late, regardless.”

      Her mouth was dry. He spoke of their days on Mu, as Maui and Hina, the best days of her life. Her heart ached at the thought of disappointing him by refusing his counsel, and yet … “I cannot go to that life with you and watch millions of people die without knowing I took every chance to avert it.”

      He shut his eyes once more, pain creasing his face. “Such fancies strike those who cannot conceive of ends worse than death for the ones they strive to save.”

      To see him so distraught twisted her chest into a knot. All she could do was lean forward and plant a kiss on his brow. “Long back, on Atlantis, we played draughts, you and I. That game, you planned farther ahead than I could imagine, and I played right into your gambit, do you recall?” He nodded, opening his eyes. “I have somewhat refined my strategies in the days that followed.” She paused. “I’ll see you again, my love. When the last chances are played out, then we shall see which of our gambits might save our world.”

      He did not deny her, only pulling her into an embrace. Yes, she could use the warmth and the sleep and one more night of comfort. For in the morn, she would go to Atlantis, and at long last, she would seize her answers from the Fates.
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      Pandora found it easiest to use the Box to transport herself to a place with which she was familiar, so she chose the city of Atlantis, in an alley outside the Bay of Dreams. Time had weathered the guesthouse, and it was no longer the posh establishment in which she had once found Prometheus. Rather, it seemed an office for some harbour official, and a rundown office at that. History was merciless.

      Given that Prometheus had made plain the Moirai, if they deigned to show themselves, would mostlike appear in the times of transition, she chose a moment not far from the impending Eschaton. Parts of the city remained familiar, but so many of the buildings seemed foreign, changed by the ravages of time. The edifices of her past were torn down to the foundations, with new constructions built upon their rubble, until she scarce recognised the streets in which she’d grown to adulthood.

      The city was abustle, not with the usual charged passions of commerce, but with a frisson she soon learnt hinged upon the citizens’ fear of Kumari Kandam. Some spoke of an impending sorcerous war between the Queens of Mu and the Kandamian Magi, wondering what spillover from such a conflict would impend. Others carried on about disastrous battles in Elládos. She heard one man claim all the poleis there had surrendered to Babilim, whilst another swore a handful of Spartans had held back an army of Babilimian warriors and thus broken the spirit of their foes. No two tales agreed on quite what had transpired on the continent, but all admitted Zeus was driven to a rage, his wrath would prove dire.

      That, at least, Pandora had no doubt about as she wended through the crowded breezeway, looking to make for the mountains. Once, with Perseus, she had travelled to the Garden of the Hesperides, there to dig up adamant arms to use against Medusa. Maybe she should have tried to send herself to the owl rock, but if her aim went awry, she could wind up lost in the woods. Here, she could plot a course from the city to the Evenor Mountain, and from there find the Tree of Life.

      Would Ladon prevent her from reaching the Tree to confront the Moirai? The Old One drakon had created a constant niggling in her mind, reminding her ever of the dread it had stirred in her back then, with Perseus at her side. She had not beheld the horror at that time, only felt the mammoth weight of its fell intellect pressing against her consciousness.

      She passed the bridges spanning the concentric canals that divided Atlantis and, beyond them, into the sprawling fields of golden wheat. She amused herself—distracted herself, perhaps—with idle fancies, imagining if, in those days with Perseus, she had known the Moirai laired so close and she had then confronted them. She mulled over what she might have said to them back then, or if she could have ever formed a coherent argument before having experienced all she had in the days that followed. She knew so much more now than she had before, but as Prometheus had warned, with each glimpse of the Ontos she gained, more of her comfort in the World atrophied, falling away like detritus from a crumbling ruin she had once mistaken for a palace. She was like a child who, having grown up, could never go back to the innocence of childhood, could not return to days before she had known it as a blessing.

      Beyond the golden fields lay foothills, and among them, as Hyperion vanished beneath the horizon, she made camp, such as she could. In truth, she picked a flattened patch on a hillside, shadowed by a plane tree, and lay in the dirt. Through gaps in its canopy, she watched the stars, trying not to imagine squamous enormities hidden in the empty spaces of the black betwixt them. But as with other aspects of the Ontos, what Pyrrha had shown her could not be unlearnt, and the fear of what lay beyond might well haunt her the rest of her days and, even more, her nights.

      With a sigh, Pandora rolled onto her side, forcing herself to look away from the firmament. From what she had gathered, the darkness above Gaia was more metaphor for the Khaos lurking out of sight than a physical abode of the predators hungering for a way in. Prometheus had been right when he’d claimed she would have been happier not knowing all the truths. And, oh! What a strange, bitter thought, to admit such a thing. That Pandora, who had always sought the answer to every riddle, who had prized knowledge above all things, considering it the only good of true merit, should now lie here, wishing there were things she did not know. No … down that road lay condemnable self-pity, and she would never indulge in such. Better that she knew what forces arrayed themselves against Man, for only in such knowledge could she hope to confront those foes. She could never have been content to remain amid the ignorant masses, passing through life clinging to comforting illusions. Not for her, such an existence. Not for her.
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      She had to skirt the lower slopes of Evenor Mountain before she could reach the forbidden valley beyond, where grew the Tree of Life. The land was rocky, covered with scree, though she recalled it seeming steeper and harder last time she’d come here. That was before the Phoenix fortified her Pneuma and thus her stamina, and before training with Artemis, the Amazons, and Prometheus had toughened her to what she had now become. It was a day before she espied the burgeoning forest on the far side of the mountain, and there, beneath the shelter of its trees, she camped once more. She caught herself, along the way, wondering where she once made camp on her earlier journey here. Even the land was changed by the centuries.

      The next dawn seemed to light the canopy ablaze, and Pandora pulled away from the wood just enough to get a fair look at the towering Tree of Life. It rose above all other trees, visible even from a distance, for it must rise thousands of feet into the air. The morning glare turned its leaves into a viridian shimmer, like the sunlight glinting upon water in a sea of green. The Tree’s boughs stretched like arms welcoming the valley into its embrace. For a time, she gazed at its majesty, letting the moment draw out. She wanted to tell herself she lingered only to drink in the awe such a place inspired, yet dread anticipation had her gut fluttering; that she could not deny.

      The moment might have called for audacity, but that did not mean it wise to cast aside all fear of the powers before her. Yet she had not come here to gawk at the great Tree or to turn aside from the path she had chosen. So, with a last steadying breath, she headed back into the forest. The lesser canopies obscured her view of the higher, great canopy above, and she had to trust to the woodcraft she’d learnt from the Amazons to keep her course true.

      Soon enough, she came to the river that threaded through the valley’s heart. She did not spy the owl carving. Perhaps time had eroded the rock beyond recognition, or perhaps she had come to the river along a different path this time. Either way, she expected to feel the weight of Ladon’s alien intellect pressing in upon her mind, and yet it never came. Not as she skirted the riverbank, looking for a crossing. Not as she, on finding a place where rocks protruded, leapt from one to the next, arms out for balance. Slick stone threatened to send her spilling into the water, but years of training had improved her balance beyond what it had been.

      On touching down on the opposite bank, her sandals sinking in the silt, Pandora breathed a sigh a relief.

      “You there!” A Kroniad woman exclaimed, brandishing a xiphos as she stepped from around a tree. It took Pandora a moment to recognise her as Zeus’s daughter, Hebe, whom she had seen in Athyras, during the Titanomachy. The woman’s face screwed up as she drew nigh, the point of her sword dipping. Perhaps she recognised Pandora’s face but could not place it; it had all been so long ago for her, had it not? “Eh, you are not supposed to cross that river, dammit. Every time some annoying cretin comes tromping over the water, I have to go and kill them. Bleh.” She gestured randomly with the xiphos as if not even Hebe knew what she meant to say here. “I mean, really. Do I not have better things to do than this? Like, what say you return whence you came, and we dispense with the thrusting and dying and shit, eh?”

      Pandora frowned. She didn’t think she’d ever had the displeasure of needing to speak to Zeus’s daughter afore now, and, based on this conversation, she could happily have gone the rest of her life without that bothering her. “You do not recall my face, I take it.”

      “Well, yeah, no. Am I supposed to remember every face I encounter? Do you have any idea how many faces there are on Gaia? I bet you don’t know. Because it’s a lot. There’s lots of faces, yeah. Shit, even I have a face, and we’re not talking about that one, right? So you have a face, and maybe I’ve seen it before. Who knows. Fuuuck, already.”

      Pandora didn’t know whether to roll her eyes or laugh at the fool Zeus trusted to manage the production of Ambrosia. Was that it? The girl was, in the end, too simpleminded to dream of subverting her father’s will and thus made the perfect servant? Pandora’s hand drifted to the hilt of her xiphos. “I’ve not come to interfere with your duties, though I am going to the Tree. You may not recall me, but I know you, Hebe. I do not think you much care to fight me, and I’ve no wish to harm you, either. I will, though, if you try to bar my passage.”

      The Kroniad’s eyes widened and she hefted the sword. By her pose, she knew how to use it with some proficiency, though Pandora had little doubt she could overcome the woman if need be.

      “I am Nike,” she said, after a moment, hoping her name might avert a fight. “You know of me. You know, too, that if we cross blades, it might go ill for you.”

      Now the woman moaned, her head lolling to either side. “Fuuuck. Goddess of Victory, now? And I’m supposed to stop her? Yeah, that’s not happening, is it? Shit. That was the whole damn reason I was supposed to have Ladon. Stupid oaf going and slaying monsters that didn’t even belong to him. Pshaw!” She sheathed her blade, then threw up her hands. “Fine! Do as you will. I mean, don’t take the apples or Ambrosia or such. But besides that, yeah, whatever.”

      Pandora eased her grip off her sword hilt and, with a nod, edged around Hebe, continuing on her route toward the Tree. Nevertheless, she cast frequent glances behind herself to make certain the Kroniad did not follow. Hebe might not have wished a martial conflict with Nike, but that did not mean she would not change her mind and sick whatever guards served her on Pandora. It was best if Pandora was done with her business here before such could happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            HEL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        750 Bronze Age

      

      

      

      From across the Veil, Hel watched the chaotic moil unfolding within the caverns of Katpatuka. She watched as Artemis and Phaethusa and Apollon sent the souls of Maenads screaming across the Veil, to be seized up by Hel’s waiting ghosts. Hel had sent Hermes to Artemis, had forced her will upon him through the ring which had lent him his powers, and now he too served to send a feast into the Spectral Realm. So she bided her time, watching the slaughter, with growing hunger.

      Time in the Mortal Realm dilated compared to the Spectral Realm, so despite the Titan speeds many of the combatants moved at, from Hel’s perspective the battle seemed relaxed, almost lethargic. She might have taken the time to feast upon a soul, but she would not turn away from the fight, would not risk any distraction that might allow her prey to escape.

      Dionysus, preoccupied with the Titan assault, did not notice Hel nor her gathered forces across the Veil. Whilst the Maenads seemed but muted smudges viewed through a gossamer shroud, the Titans gleamed with pulsing Pneuma, and Dionysus—oh, that blighted fragment of Pan blazed bright as a corrupted star. Hel drifted close, daring him to perceive her. She passed so nigh she could taste the vestiges of his eldritch power seeping into her Realm, like the aroma of fresh baked bread filling the air, setting her gut roiling with anticipation.

      Apollon planted arrows in Dionysus, yet the abomination did not fall, and for a moment, Hel hesitated. Was it possible the twins would fail this day? That, through Hermes, Hel had sent them to their deaths? She hoped otherwise, for she bore Artemis no ill will, even recalled once caring deeply for her, though such sentiments were now but memories. Regardless, she needed the living to weaken Dionysus. She needed to be rid of this thing before she could move to secure her throne in the Underworld.

      Hermes crossed the Veil, appearing in the Spectral Realm. He’d used the technique oft enough he did not bother to gawp at the gathered shades and wraiths or so much as glance Hel’s way before racing toward the gleam that was Dionysus. Given the relative speed of time across the Veil, Hermes would have seemed to almost instantly vanish from one spot and appear in another. He stepped back into the Mortal Realm and plunged his sword into Dionysus’s gut. Hel allowed herself a vicious grin at that, for well had the dark god earned his suffering. But still the avatar of Pan did not fall; rather, he grabbed Hermes’s skull and, with a single motion, ripped off his lower jaw.

      When next Hermes appeared in the Spectral Realm, it was as a shade, dazed and agonised and unable to speak for his missing face. Hel grunted in annoyance and made no move to save Zeus’s son from the wraiths that descended upon his soul. Instead, she turned her attention back to Dionysus and his battle against the Titans. They were tearing into him, might soon fell his vessel. Last time Artemis had slain him, he had managed to shift his soul into a newborn and thus prevent his death.

      Hel would not allow such a thing to repeat. A sudden thought came unbidden to her: Artemis deserved to know this was over. Too long had Dionysus’s perversion of her will haunted Hel’s former friend. She, a wraith queen, ought to care little what some living soul feared or suffered … and yet …

      Grim faced, Hel pushed her soul into the corpse of a Maenad. Her senses blurred, shifting to the Mortal Realm. Colours sharpened, replacing the ultramarine haze of shadows with the crisp tones of life. The thrumming of Pneumic auras vanished even as the pains of the Maenad’s dead body mingled with the omnipresent agonies of Hel’s death. She lurched to her feet, disoriented. This was how revenants took corpses, though more oft dwelling inside their own bodies; it was harder to hold someone else’s carcass.

      Apollon planted arrows in both of Dionysus’s eyes, and the creature fell to its knees.

      “… the living and dying … god …” the horror croaked, in threat.

      Hel almost chuckled. “Just dying this time …” she rasped, striding closer. Already, the skin on the left side of the Maenad’s face had begun to slough off, becoming like unto Hel’s. “He won’t be coming back this time …”

      “H-hekate?” Artemis gaped at her.

      Hel cast a last glance at one she had once held dear, one she should not have cared for now. “Farewell … old friend …” It was all she had come to say, all she would spare for such sentiments now, from beyond death. She released her hold on the corpse and the Spectral Realm formed around her once more. In her disorientation, she did not see the blow that felled Dionysus.

      She did see, however, when his soul seeped into the Penumbra and began to cast about for a new host. Hel launched herself at the weakened soul, latching onto Dionysus’s shoulders with skeletal claws that bored into his etheric flesh. The thing shrieked in pain and—Hel delighted to think—terror at the realisation that his time had come. Hel bit down quick to glut herself on the feast of so rich and perverse a soul.

      This day would be the end of two of Zeus’s brood.
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      The aptly named Eternal Glacier exuded a sense of timelessness that made it easy to lose oneself in its meandering tunnels. Even flush with the power she had consumed through Dionysus, Hel felt minuscule beneath the cyclopean weight of ten thousand feet of ice over her head. She was but a speck, but still, it seemed she brushed against something so vast that, if she could understand it, she would be one step closer to comprehending the breadth of the Ontos.

      She shifted her satchel upon her shoulder, treading ever deeper into halls that seemed bored out of eternity. A fell, sourceless iridescence flickered within the ice walls, the boreal plays that lit the night sky in places within the Rimefells or the northernmost reaches of the Mortal Realm. It offered pale illumination for the maze of tunnels and occasional vast cavern of ice as she explored.

      In one such cavern, beneath the ice below her feet, she perceived a mammoth shadow. Curious, Hel knelt and pressed a palm against the ice. Between darkness and the distortion of the ice, she couldn’t be certain what the shape was. Something serpentine? A drakon, perhaps. Did that mean some Old One, spawned by Primordials in the early days of the World, had once swum here, before an underground sea froze?

      Despite all she had learnt over her long life and death, she still had many questions. The cosmos might well open before her, if she could but grasp the secrets buried in these layers of ice. The Elder Gods and their Old One progeny predated Mankind by orders of magnitude. Indeed, before Man arose, the Elder Races had warred for control of the Mortal Realm, or so she suspected. It was possible—likely, even—that Titans were the descendants of one of those races.

      Still, she needed more knowledge. More answers, if she was to succeed where the Gnostic Cabal had failed and break the hold of the Wheel of Fate.

      The Mist that saturated the Rimefells barely penetrated this deep into the caverns, yet still it coiled about her feet as if alive, as if objecting to her presence here. The World, or at least this Realm, begrudged its hidden lore to any mind, but Hel would brook no denial.

      For so long she had wandered down here, until she began to suspect she had passed beyond the reaches of the glacier and under the Fimbulvinter Mountains. Once, she had journeyed beyond those mountains to gaze upon the glorious Hvergelmir, a spring whence flowed the freezing Elivagar rivers that carved the Rimefells between them. Shards of ice the size of fortresses framed the depression in which the spring rested, and above it dangled the roots of the World Tree. Immense power radiated from beneath the Hvergelmir; even from a great distance Hel had felt it, rippling along psychic currents. It was, she suspected, one of the foundational blocks upon which the World had been constructed. If so, more clues to the nature of the cosmos might lurk in that spring, or beneath it. Hel had but to find her way there.

      Further she wandered, days beyond where she’d seen the frozen drakon. Forward, ever deeper into the frozen core of the Rimefells, the chill seeping even into her dead flesh. At last she came to another cavern, if cavern was even the right word for the misshapen, mind-wracking sight she now beheld.

      Reality had turned nebulous, and the space bent back upon itself in violation of all rules of mortal geometry she had ever learnt. Spherical recessions broke into blocks whose shapes seemed to shift and flow before her gaze. A maze of spine-like protrusions crisscrossed the space in sinusoidal waves, bursting with pulsating spurs.

      And carved among all of the fathomless horror were endless whorls, parabolic arcs, and geometric designs. Hel huffed. These were no architectural flourishes. The longer she stared, the more certain she became of that. Slowly, reverently, she withdrew the grimoire from her satchel and paged through the tome until she found what she sought.

      In frightful mirror of the space before her, Raziel had transcribed these designs as some of the foundations of the sorcery he had encoded into the book. Here the arcs and lines were absent spirit glyphs, but the underlying principles remained. Either Raziel had visited this place—or something akin to it—or whoever had trained the ancient sorcerer had done so.

      And here, in the place beneath Hvergelmir, she could fill in the missing pieces to understand the foundations, not only of the Art but of the cosmos.

      Amid the spines were what she took for steps. They bent back at perverse angles that ought not to have allowed one to walk along them, yet when she chanced them, she found she could follow the path, even as it inverted itself and she was hung suspended upside down. Pace by pace, she plodded on, noting the eldritch markings in as much detail as possible, given the mercurial nature of this place. Glancing below, she saw—to her chagrin—herself, staring back at her.

      Her mind reeled at seeing herself bilocated, and Hel stumbled, tripped upon a step and pitched over, falling up the stairs. Dazed a moment, she did not, at first, recognise the looming of a mammoth intellect.

      YOUR MIND IS GUARDED, YET THERE IS NO CONCEALING THE MALICE LURKING WITHIN.

      Hel pressed a palm against her brow in an attempt to block out the booming voice in her head. The sense of awful puissance, of something that was ancient even before the Eternal Glacier ever formed, closed in upon her. It threatened to gnaw the fringes of her sanity.

      Groaning, Hel scurried forward, desperate to escape the maze of spines. Yet retracing her steps seemed to take her farther from the entrance, as if in denial of all sense.

      NO MORTAL MIND OUGHT TO GLIMPSE THE MESH OF GEARS UPON WHICH THE WORLD HINGES.

      Another groan escaped her, and she looked to an opposite spine closer to the entrance. “Get out of my head …”

      YOU WOULD SPOOL OUT YOUR ENTRAILS IN VAIN PURSUIT OF UNDERSTANDING OF HOW THEY WORK.

      Flooding Pneuma to her legs, Hel leapt across the gap. With unexpected force she collided with another spine, landed on stairs, and tumbled back to the ground.

      GIVEN ANSWER, ALL THAT WOULD REMAIN IS UNRELENTING TORMENT.

      She had seen enough. Grimoire tucked under her arm, Hel scrambled from the chamber, intent on scribbling down all she had beheld. If she had inadvertently drawn the attention of an Elder God—if the Archon had penetrated her thoughts—she risked losing everything.

      The Shrouded One could reveal her plans before they were underway, and Hel needed time to study what she had learnt here, not to mention enact it. She had to hope whatever had touched her mind here had been able only to brush the surface of her thoughts. Else, she imagined something would be coming for her, and soon.
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      It had taken time to begin recruiting members to the Circle of Goetic Mysteries. Most people feared the Art, with common folklore claiming it hailed from the Time of Nyx. Damkina saw no reason to educate the public, for cultivating a certain air of mystique did behove sorcerers. They found Isis and Nephthys in Kemet, which remained a burgeoning kingdom along the Iteru River in Hy-Brasil. Strange to think one of the oldest lands on the face of Gaia now lay in its nascence, and she could have, had she been so inclined, helped its shaping.

      Of course, they were soon joined by Enki’s daughter Ningal and her daughter Inanna, both of whom regarded Damkina with suspicion. They were of the Anunnaki genos of Kumari Kandam and mistrusted those from other continents, or so it seemed to Damkina. From what she gathered, the Anunnaki were descended from Enki and his friend Enlil, with Inanna representing the joining of their two bloodlines. Ningal insisted on bringing vipers into the sanctum, refusing to cast them out even after Heka had almost died from a bite suffered in his sleep.

      Heka was Hy-Brasilian from somewhere beyond Kemet. The Jungles of Kush, perhaps, though the man said little of his past. No, but his talent was undeniable. He had been a jungle shaman before Enki found him, and he had taken to sorcery as though born with Supernal incantations buzzing upon his tongue.

      “I shan’t be told what to do by my father’s whore,” Ningal snapped when Damkina called her into her private chambers to demand she keep the serpents contained.

      For a time, Damkina stared at the Anunnak. Yeah, mostlike Enki would take it amiss if she turned the woman into a snake herself, or even something more useful, like a coconut or whatever. Something had vexed Ningal from the moment she’d arrived, but Damkina could rarely suss out the depths of others’ hearts—rarely her own, were she honest—and she’d little patience for the woman’s vitriol. “You know … our noviciate lies in fevered dreams, his soul wandering sidereal spaces, perhaps prey to the eidolons haunting those Realms.” That Damkina had brewed an antidote after slaying the viper and Heka would mostlike survive accounted little in the current conversation. “But sure, yeah, my sexual proclivities are clearly the matter at hand, right? Whether or not I’ve lain with your father—” And, sure, she had, once, “—that excuses your callous disregard for the safety of others, doesn’t it? Hmm, but if your blood qualified you to lead this Circle, why then did Enki recruit me, I wonder?”

      “You are naught but a whelp, saved from consumption in the Dark by my father! My elder daughter would have smote you, left your entrails strewn across a mile of cobbles for your temerity.” Ningal had lost a child during the Time of Nyx, one Ereshkigal, if Damkina recalled correctly. Well did Damkina know the pain
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