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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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
         “We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but a habit.”

        – Aristotle

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        201 Golden Age

      

      

      

      Flickers of prescient memory—those of visions seen long ago in flame—warned Prometheus that the present seemed too familiar. Standing almost at the mountain summit, he could look out over the whole of Ogygia. Beyond the strait lay the island Atlas had now named Atlantis. It had borne many names and would carry more in times to come, he knew.

      Little Pyrrha was swaddled tight to Prometheus’s chest, but now he unslung her to cradle her in his arms, and that motion only reaffirmed the sense of a foreknown moment.

      Already knowing what he would see, he climbed around the edge of a rock that jutted out twice his height so he could peer into the bay. A trio of biremes were closing in on the quiet little island Atlas had left in Prometheus’s care, and Pandora was far below, hiking. He would never get to her in time.

      Indeed, Kronos’s men had probably already begun to reach the shore. Prometheus glanced down at Pyrrha.

      “Your mother will live,” he promised her.

      As for their babe, would Kronos dare try to harm him with a child at stake? Perhaps. He had not seen the Titan oft since the Time of Nyx, and his visions offered no clear outcome to this. A confrontation was inevitable, but he was not certain what the fallout would be.

      Casting about himself, he spotted a cranny between several large rocks. The idea of leaving Pyrrha churned his stomach, but if a fight broke out, she would be safer here. After kneeling amid the rocks, he laid the bundled babe upon a patch of grass. “Shh. Papa will be back for you soon.” He kissed her on the forehead, working to plaster a smile upon his face so as to avoid causing her any alarm.

      Inside his breast, the burning spirit latched upon his anger and sent searing tendrils scorching through his veins.

      Burn it! More an inarticulate growl than actual words, but Prometheus knew well enough what the spirit wanted. And this day, after so long, he was fair tempted to give in. To unleash the inferno for which it yearned.

      Kronos’s lackeys needed time to reach the summit, and Prometheus would make the most of that time. He set to gathering kindling. So much of the grass and branches this far up were damp from rain and moisture in the air. Still, he managed to draw enough tinder for a small flame. Given more time, he’d have started it naturally—he preferred to avoid using pyromancer whenever possible. There was always a cost to such things. But his foes were closing in.

      Prometheus snapped his fingers, throwing out a tiny pyromantic spark which landed upon the kindling and caught. He fed Pneuma into the flame, drawing his hands apart to guide it as it rose, quickly intensifying into a respectable campfire.

      The first to crest the summit was a young Titan. Kronos’s son Hades, Prometheus assumed. His father must have warned him toward caution, for the boy offered no bravado but merely fell into a defensive position, xiphos out, whilst his men formed ranks around him.

      Though he watched impassively, the urge to immolate the lot of them rose in Prometheus’s breast, and he could not have entirely blamed it upon the spirit. How dare these people come here and threaten his child? How dare they frighten his beloved Pandora?

      Of its own accord, his hand had drifted in the direction of the flame. As none of the men watching him seemed alarmed, they clearly had not the slightest conception of how much damage he could inflict with a single campfire.

      Burn them! Burn them! Burn them! The spirit had broken into psychotic cackles that reverberated inside Prometheus’s skull. Oh, how tempting!

      Before he was forced to decide, the warriors parted, allowing Kronos to stride through their ranks. The platinum-haired Titan paused ten paces ahead of Prometheus. His gaze did dart to the flame, his mind no doubt whirring, wondering if Prometheus would destroy them all.

      His was the First Flame, and Kronos well knew it.

      “Coming here thus bespeaks hubris,” Prometheus said, not bothering to disguise his ire.

      Kronos glanced over his shoulder at his men, or perhaps only at his son. He scratched his beard. “Be that as it may, without the rings, those of us who followed you now require the Ambrosia to maintain our immortality, as well you know.” Even having eaten an apple would not stop the aging forever. Naught lasted forever, except, perhaps, for Prometheus himself, as the avatar of history.

      “So, this is about Atlas?”

      “You allow him to call you brother, when we both know I am far closer to a brother than he—or any born in this Era—could ever be.”

      Prometheus frowned. Was that what this was about? Jealousy over his affections? “Atlas, despite his copious faults, has a kindness and conviviality to him. I enjoy his company and his zeal for life. He calls me brother as a term of endearment.”

      Kronos nodded slowly, unconvinced. “Will you give your word—without any of your verbal trickery—not to aid his cause in the war?”

      “I don’t need Ambrosia.”

      “Once more you manage to avoid giving a straight answer, old friend.”

      Prometheus allowed himself a slight smile now. “I will take no action to aid Atlas in this war. In fact, I would be happy to help mediate peace.”

      Kronos grimaced. “War doesn’t serve anyone, but we cannot have peace so long as one Titan controls the whole of the Ambrosia.” The man had a haunted expression. Ah, and well he might. He knew the depredations visited upon the souls of the dead. After so long a life, Kronos would do almost aught to maintain his immortality and forestall such agonies.

      Kronos hesitated.

      “There is more,” Prometheus prompted. “You seek assurances of me, yet you hold back.”

      “I know the timewalker is here.”

      Pandora. Of their own accord, flames lunged from the campfire to Prometheus’s hand, twisting about his arm in coiling spirals. “If you go after her,” he warned, “you shall make an enemy far worse than Atlas.”

      The teetering defiance in Kronos’s gaze told him all he needed to know. Kronos had already sent men after Prometheus’s lover. Snarling, Prometheus took a step forward.

      Two dozen pikes rose against him, with more warriors no doubt just behind those. Grim faced, Prometheus clapped his hands, spreading flames to both of them.

      “She has the Box!” Kronos protested. “We might find a way to break Fate!”

      “You have tried and failed!” Prometheus roared at him. “And I will char your people to the very bone unless you give your oath to leave her be!”

      Kronos cast another glance back at Hades and the others. Perhaps he weighed whether Prometheus had the will or capacity to do as he claimed.

      Burn them!

      Perhaps Kronos ought rather to have asked himself whether Prometheus had the strength not to make good on his threat. Behind him, a babe’s cry squawked out over the crackle of flame. The sudden widening of his eyes meant Kronos had heard it too. Would he think to use the child’s safety to bargain?

      But Kronos instead motioned for the pikemen to lower their weapons. “So be it, brother. I will not pursue your woman, and if my … men … have her, I will order her freed.”

      For a moment, Prometheus held the other man’s gaze. No hint of deceit, nor had he ever known Kronos to break his word. Thus, Prometheus flexed his fingers, allowing the flames to dissipate into puffs of smoke. Kronos’s warriors visibly settled. Clearly, few of them had come up here with the least idea he might turn such powers against them.

      “After we broke the hold of Nyx …” Kronos said. “After, I had thought, maybe, things would again be as they once had been between us.”

      Prometheus offered no answer to that. Kronos was responsible for his own self-delusion. There was never any going back to what had been. Moments, like trust, once elapsed, were lost forever. As was brotherhood. Even the knowledge that he, perhaps, judged the man too harshly, didn’t change the truth of Prometheus’s heart, nor his goal.

      “I forgave you for breaking the Circle,” Kronos added, forcing Prometheus to meet his gaze.

      Had he? Did such change aught? It was not as if he had ever asked for forgiveness. Prometheus shut his eyes. History was all that mattered now. “Ogygia is yours, Kronos, if you can hold it. Keep your men away from me and mine.” With that, Prometheus started back to retrieve Pyrrha and ease her insistent cries.

      “We must still avert the future!” Kronos shouted after him.

      As usual, the man failed to understand.
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      For the sake of discussion, I will define Pneuma here as life force, setting aside the accepted fact that it permeates even non-living things such as volcanoes or springs. For our purposes, let us call Pneuma the stuff of life itself. Those with greater amounts of Pneuma enjoy greater health and, many have observed, an immeasurable but definite effect upon their surroundings and those in their proximity, as if they have become psychic lodestones. This passive effect lies quite apart from the Pneumatikoi we see Titans manifest.

      — Second Chronicle of the Circle of Goetic Mysteries
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        1 Silver Age

      

      

      

      In the wake of the Titanomachy, Zeus declared himself and the Olympians the gods of Man. Upon the peak of the highest mountain in that storm-shrouded range, he ordered the construction of temples to each of the twelve Olympians, counting Athene among them.

      A temple to Pandora’s own granddaughter, though yet a child. It was strange to think Zeus sentimental enough to bestow his daughter with the honour, though she had not fought against the Ouranid League. Or perhaps his ostensible magnanimity had more to do with carrying forward his claim of divine blood. For if his pure-blooded Titan daughter were not a god, how could the rest of them be?

      Hekate alone spurned the title, and Pandora was given little chance to speak to her daughter before the sorceress vanished in some pursuit or other. The rejection that represented remained a splinter she could not dislodge from her heart, even as she and Prometheus returned to Ogygia and the Aviary for a respite she so desperately needed.

      It was a homecoming, of a sort, though she had lived here with him in other Ages and could not quite shake the disquiet cast by shadows of the past and the echoes of his future. To be here, now, between such happy times, was like hearing a well-loved tale across a crowded tavern room—pleasant and yet somehow disappointing all at once.

      Atop the windswept tower, as dawn smeared the sky in a rainbow of colour, Pandora sat across from her beloved Prometheus, watching his silent meditations. He sat with legs crossed beneath him, wrists upon knees, a picture of stillness concealing the rumbling storm that she now knew raged within the both of them.

      “What is the Unseen Order?” she asked, knowing he would mostlike deflect rather than answer. Pandora had sworn to bring down the Moirai for the mockery they had made of Mankind’s free will. She loved Prometheus so fiercely it burned, hot as the fire of the Phoenix that even now smouldered in her soul, kindling urges to immolate all who stood against her. Her love seared, leaving it painful to the touch. Staring at it was like staring into the sun, a process that blinded even as it awestruck.

      For her love, she could defy the World and strive against Fate from now until the end of time.

      And still, still, a part of her wanted to scream at him for his stubborn refusal to lay bare all the secrets to which he was privy. He knew the Ontos, perhaps even the whole of it, and he thought to shelter her from it. Perhaps in protection of her mind, perhaps in guardianship of the timeline that had allowed their love and its product to arise in the first place. Either way, she had begun to suspect that, like Nemesis, Prometheus was a servant of the Moirai, albeit perhaps an unwilling one.

      His sapphire eyes opened, casting her a look that mingled love and pity and other thoughts she could not read. His gaze drank her in, swallowed her whole, until just looking into those depths became the same as finding shelter in his arms.

      How desperately she craved that embrace. How easy to dive in, duck her head upon his shoulder, and weather the currents of merciless history rather than strive against them.

      Burn it all.

      “What is the Gnostic Cabal, really? What is Vulgeth? Where did Kronos go after escaping Tartarus?” She wrang her hands in her rising desperation. “Give me something, Prometheus!”

      A weighty sigh tore out of him. As if he might blow out the centuries of burdens weighting him down. As if he fervently wished he could bare the whole of his soul to her. “This is not the first race of Man.”

      Even if it did not seem an answer to the questions she posed, all answers had value. All pieces of the puzzle would, when assembled, prove necessary for the course she hoped to chart. “What?”

      “Gaia, the Earth, has gone through numerous cycles of destruction, life wiped out, or close enough, only to rise once more. In the past, the distant past which Man now terms the Time of Nyx—for it lies engulfed in the darkness of time before memory—there were other Eras. Other iterations of the World.”

      “Vulgeth is from one of those,” she said. Kronos had told her as much, and it seemed the only connection between his answers and her questions. “Are you saying … he went back? That he travelled into this prior Era?”

      Prometheus grimaced, a slight shake of his head betraying the war within. For an instant, it looked like answers would burble forth from him like the waters of a fountain, like at long last, she would hold all pieces she needed to truly apprehend the shape of things. But his imperishable composure returned as swiftly as it had cracked. “I looked into the flames, my love, when you told me he had escaped from Tartarus.”

      An event that would not happen until she and Herakles freed Prometheus himself, sixteen centuries hence. But she had travelled further into the future than that, and neither Perseus nor Herakles nor anyone else in those times seemed to realise Kronos had escaped. Which had to mean he never returned to challenge his son. This Titan lord, this fallen Ouranid who had taunted her with his withdrawn promise of Gnosis, he might help her put together pieces Prometheus was unwilling or unable to hand her himself.

      “So deeply did I search for answers, delving through nigh incomprehensible visions of things that have not come to pass, that could not come to pass within this Era.” He swallowed. “A future that keeps spiralling onward, toward a dark end I dare not name.”

      “Are you saying that Kronos … went to a future Era?”

      The implication of that stole her breath and squashed her hope like a slug beneath her sandal. That the World had ended many times before could be swallowed, even if choking it down proved painful. But that this iteration, her World, would inevitably end and give rise to others—that her time was not, in fact, unique or special, exempt from the rules governing the rest—it laid bare, once again, her impotence in the face of Ananke.

      She had seen the breaking of Atlantis already. What if that was but a single cataclysm within a greater tragedy?

      History would not be denied.

      From the sympathy creasing Prometheus’s eyes, he read her thoughts well enough. Her beloved reached over, laid a warm hand upon her knee.

      She wanted this.

      She wanted all the answers.

      She wanted the whole of the Ontos.

      Even as it, with each revelation, flensed away bits of her complacency. As it wore down the unspoken, inherent sense that something exceptional lay within each individual, each time. But there were no exceptions.

      “I think I can set the Box to a time close to when my vision revealed him.” A pregnant pause sat between them. “It does not look to be as kind an Era as this.”

      This madness, this recurring war between would-be gods with Man caught in the middle, was kindness?

      “Set the Box,” she wheezed, not trusting herself to say more.

      “The harder you struggle against the Tapestry, the more fervently the Moirai will push back to maintain its stability.”

      Burn them to ash.

      A shuddering breath, to steady herself for the course she must follow if any of them were to have the chance they ought. This was the winding road she must walk to bring hope, her promise to herself, her beloved, and their child. It mattered little how dire a land that road must wind through. Wherever it led, she would not turn back, would not turn aside. Would never give in. “Set the Box,” she repeated.
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      Wisdom dictated that Pandora ought to have used the Box straight away, pursued Kronos, and demanded he reveal all he knew in exchange for the release from Tartarus she had granted. But there was one more place here, in this Era, in which she might find her answers, learn truths Prometheus had not provided. No doubt her beloved was well aware when she took the ship out of Marsa, bound for Atlantis, where she could find passage to Helion. He would have known, in his way, that she had not ventured into that future Era for which he had set the Box.

      Maybe she should have known better, too, she mused for the hundredth time, as the bireme threaded the cerulean waters approaching Helios’s island city. To confront Kirke now was to risk damaging the timeline, a choice she had avoided in every instance out of fear of the potential price. Yet the more she had seen of the Tapestry, the more she had to believe time already accounted for her efforts. If she was to free them all from the coils of the ouroboros that encircled the World, she would do so by finding a way to strike at the Moirai themselves.

      Once, Prometheus had called Nemesis the assassin of the Fates. Kronos, though, had referred to the aureate-clad warrior as an agent of the Unseen Order. Perhaps Nemesis served two masters, but Pandora thought, rather, that some connection lay between the two factions, some overlap she needed to understand if she was to make a stand against either.

      And blessed with an eidetic memory, she oft found herself reliving moments in the past, dwelling upon the shape of words and thoughts. Every so often, she would look, would listen, and wonder if more lay beneath the surface than a glance had revealed.

      As Nike, she found a polite welcome in Helios’s golden halls. The fallen Ouranid may not have been overjoyed at having one of Zeus’s allies—Pandora cringed to think herself such—come calling, but neither would he dare turn away the warrior stories claimed helped assure the new King of Olympus his throne.

      It was Perse, however, who came to greet her in the gardens where the steward had bid her wait beneath the shade of cypress trees fluttering in the breeze. Tethys’s daughter, Helios’s new bride, greeted her with such a beaming smile Pandora had to wonder if she received better treatment here than Artemis’s tales of Leto implied her mother had gotten. Or perhaps the Nymph still did not yet realise she dwelt in a gossamer cage, and any power she wielded would only ever come through subtlety and whispers.

      A cadre of servants trailed the new queen of Helion, bearing trays laden with dates and plums, with amphorae of wine. Were such niceties Helios’s attempt to placate Nike or an effort of the queen herself to remain in the good graces of Zeus’s supposed representative?

      Accepting a handful of dates and a bowl of red wine, Pandora followed Perse to a marble bench where the queen bid her sit. After sipping her wine, she looked to Perse. She could play the role the other woman assumed her to hold. Pandora had little objection to undermining Zeus by pretending to speak with his authority. But deceiving the poor woman before her, still so proud of her position, soured the dates and turned rancid the wine. “I am not here on behalf of Olympus.”

      Perse quirked a brow but remained silent, instead hefting her own wine bowl.

      Well, then. “I’ve come to speak with your daughter-in-law, Kirke.”

      Over the bowl’s edge, Pandora caught the slight darkening of Perse’s expression. It seemed she had little love for her new husband’s other children. Or perhaps she merely disdained his copious bastards.

      “She may have information I need.”

      “Kirke?” Perse managed to make even a snort seem regal, affected. “The woman cares for little save her books and her tinctures and an endless supply of wine. Some days, we cannot get a word out of her, whilst others, streams of nonsense burble from her in tedious cataracts. Unless you seek discourse on the anatomy of mushrooms or the ideal climate for cultivating orchids, you have travelled far to very little avail.”

      While Pandora had to admit her few dealings with Kirke had been aught but pleasant, she found her sympathy for Perse also rapidly dwindling. Was it that the queen insulted Pandora’s granddaughter? No, Pandora rather thought hearing any woman condemn another for intellect and curiosity—for scholarship, no matter how esoteric—represented a betrayal. Perse was as much as servant in this place as those who bore her refreshments on trays, but she was too blind to see it or too proud to admit it.

      Years as a hetaira allowed Pandora to conceal her emotions with ease or to mime others with the artistry of a thespian. So, when she allowed a hint of her annoyance to creep into her words, she did so with the utmost deliberateness. “I would speak with her.”

      A delicate, put-out sigh answered her, but the queen bid a servant guide Pandora to Kirke’s chambers.

      She followed the young woman through marmoreal halls, taking in rich tapestries and imported Phoenikian carpets as they passed. Painted Lydian ceramic vases decorated alcoves. Sporadic openings in the ceiling let daylight stream down in thick beams that cast the floor in alternating squares of illumination and darkness. Kirke’s room, it seemed, lay deep within the palace, away from the finest chambers afforded to Helios’s pureblooded children.

      The servant led her up a twisting staircase and down another corridor before rapping gently upon a wooden door. “My lady? A visitor. The Titan Nike is here.”

      Not a Titan, really, nor even a Nymph, but Pandora allowed the people their narrow perceptions, if only because correcting the views of others often meant futile struggles against those who fought to defend their self-delusions as though lives hung in the balance. Many would sooner die than surrender their preconceptions and thus admit their own ignorance.

      The door swung inward, and there Kirke stood, dark circles rimming her narrow eyes, a wine bowl in one hand, its dregs sloshing around as she swayed. “I dreamt you would come.”

      Her position prevented Pandora from entering the chamber without brushing against her granddaughter, an intimacy neither of them was quite ready for.

      The young servant cleared her throat, nervousness apparent in her posture. “I shall await at the base of the stairs, lady Nike.”

      Pandora nodded to her and, when she had gone, looked back to Kirke. “Can I come in?”

      “You?” Kirke sneered, threw back what remained of her wine, then glared at the bowl as though it had offended. “Why not?” She let her wine vessel clatter on a low table, sauntered over to a divan, her steps unsteady, and collapsed. “You already helped dear Artemis convince Father to bow before that cockalorum crowing upon the frigid peak of Olympus.” A slight slurring marred her words. “Why shouldn’t I give you use of my chambers, too? Maybe you’d like to sleep on my divan? Or just take it with you, even. Yeah, I can always take my rest in the pig pens, right? Oh! Please, do have some of the wine.” The woman waved in a non-distinct direction at the amphorae scattered around her chambers. “I’ve got … plenty.”

      Shall I answer to you, now? If Prometheus suffers, he does so for his own reasons, while you chase after all that is unseen.

      “What is Unseen?” Pandora asked. The words with which Kirke had dismissed her had been one more mystery, one more fleck of a greater world which Pandora could not hope to understand at the time. And now …

      Kirke snorted. “The … fuck? Are you asking me riddles now?” A groan. “Close your eyes.” Still swaying, she stumbled over to grab up her wine bowl once more, then began a hunt for an amphora. “I’m not sure it would matter, though. You fail to see what Zeus is when looking him in the face. For you … everything is unseen.”

      She had no idea about the Unseen Order. Pandora had been so certain she must know something about it, must have cast a veiled reference at her in taunt. But had Kirke merely raved in the depths of her own perpetual melancholy? Had she …

      No.

      Pandora barely repressed the wince that rose in her. No, Kirke had remembered this conversation. Drunk as she was, at least on some level, she had associated the word “unseen” with Pandora—or Nike—and thrown it back at her.

      Damn it. One more scale of the ouroboros. Worse, still, because now she understood why Kirke had begun brewing Nectar in the first place. Perhaps it would not start for years still, but the alchemist writhed in pain here, knowing all her father had lost. Knowing he had surrendered to one such as Zeus.

      “I’m sorry,” Pandora said, rising. “I’m sorry everything plays out as it does, Kirke.”

      “Don’t speak to me as though you know me, Olympian.”

      Pandora was no Olympian. She wanted to see Zeus struck down with even more desperation than Kirke. More than her granddaughter could imagine. One day, she vowed, they would speak again, without the curtain of secrets and lies hanging between them.

      “Have something to eat,” Pandora said, as she left Kirke.

      She should have used the Box already. There was naught for her here. There was naught for anyone till they freed themselves from the Moirai.
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      An ash-strewn wasteland unfolded before her eyes, the land splintered, cracking under the heat, and beyond the blistering desert sands. Retching geysers belched cinders and poison, filth commingling to choke the sky in sooty clouds that flashed with volcanic lightning.

      Burning.

      Burning, everywhere, a world aflame. An inferno raging since the dawn of time that would only burn out when the cosmos at last were spent and the fingers of Khaos closed around them in a final smothering.

      Burning.

      And the sense that she, they, it, was home.

      Burn …

      Burn …

      Burn.
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      Whipping gales slashed through her—the Phoenix’s vision—cold enough to bite, even through the warmth the spirit within bestowed upon Pandora. Rime caught in the winds and pelted her cheeks like a thousand needles, even as she rose, shuddering, from a crouch in a drift of snow that seemed bottomless.

      Not even the snow-blanketed peak of Olympus carried such bitter, bone-cracking cold. It cut through her peplos as though she wore naught at all. Snows saturated her sandals, freezing her toes, gnawing at her ankles. It scraped her throat like sand.

      All around, a brume moiled, agitated by the wind, yet stubbornly refusing to blow away. It obscured vision till Pandora could scarce make out her fingertips if held at arms’ length in front of her face.

      She had used the Box with the settings Prometheus had arranged, hoping to track Kronos. Yet she had not imagined this. From the smouldering wastes in which the Phoenix had arisen to this winter-throttled expanse.

      Gasping, she reached for the fiery spirit, grasped at its mighty flame. But even that ever-burning conflagration within her core seemed reduced to a mere ember by the consuming cold that had seized this place.

      “Dammit,” she groaned, dropping back into a crouch to rub her palms over her arms. “Come … to me.”

      She snapped her fingers, as she had seen Prometheus do on occasion, generating sparks from the flame he held within. A tiny, incandescence flared but immediately winked out, swallowed by the wind. And still, if she had not known better, she might have thought the mist itself recoiled. That it hissed at her in vexation at the intrusion of fire.

      Again. Another snap, and she caught the ember in her palm. Embraced it, coaxing to life the burning within her soul.

      Burn, burn, burn.

      A candle sputtered to life between her fingers. Fuelled by her Pneuma, it grew, billowed into a torch, its warm light glinting off a brume that did retreat from the flame, swirling away as though it feared fire’s warmth.

      Rising, Pandora swept her other hand over her burning one, spreading the flames till she held two blazing torches. Then slowly, she turned about, banishing the mists to reveal hints of a vast landscape. Colossal mountain peaks pierced up through the vapours, framing this new world with boundaries of rock and ice.

      Even if the Box had brought her farther north than she had ever ventured before, it would not explain the unnatural, fell mist that choked the landscape. Into what poisoned future she had ventured, Pandora could not guess.

      But as long as her Pneuma lasted, she could burn and hold back the mist. She would find Kronos and, from him, would claim the answers she needed. This would, in the end, all be worth it.

      It had to be.
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      A cool wind rustled over a sun-burnished field, the whistling mingling with the shouts of children scampering through the thistles. From behind clouds, the drowsy sun painted flames across the stark blue of the sky. Herakles had no memory of heading into the fallow field, but with the eventide looming and his boys bursting into giggles, he could not think of a better way to close a day.

      “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!” Deikoon cooed, hopping about like a frog. “Daddy, Daddy! There’s a bear!”

      On all fours, Therimachus burst from the brush, growling and waving his tiny arms about in imitation of paws. “Grr!”

      Beside Herakles, Kreontiades tugged upon his tunic until Herakles turned to look at his son’s forlorn expression. “What is it?” he asked, sweeping the boy up and settling him upon his left shoulder but keeping an eye upon his brothers as well. “Don’t want to be a frog or a bear?”

      “I’m not a beast,” Kreontiades said, voice thick with such authoritative assurance, Herakles was compelled to turn his full attention upon his middle son. A paleness had seeped into his cheeks, turning sun-darkened skin sallow.

      “What are you?” Herakles felt himself ask. The words scraped his throat, tasting foul upon his tongue. Every last mortal instinct screamed in his mind, demanded he shut his eyes and flee this place. A tingling apprehension crawled up his spine and wrapt icy fingers about his face, forcing him to look.

      “Dust …” In his arms, Kreontiades lost substance. The dying sunlight passed through a body turned diaphanous. The tiny form fell through Herakles’s arms, even as he scrambled in frantic attempts to catch his beloved son.

      But his fingers swept through shadows and the boy crashed amid the thistles without a sound, without disturbing a single reed.

      Herakles tried to scream, but it caught in his throat, coming out only as an overwrought moan. Upon his knees, he clawed at the dirt, even as Kreontiades melted into it, vanishing within the depths of Gaia.

      Still unable to speak, unable to open his mouth, Herakles looked up. He knew what he would see. Light passed through his other two boys as though they were no more than reflections upon still water—ones already seeping into the open arms of an ever-esurient Underworld.

      He flung himself at them, caught only air, and smacked face first into the ground. Trembling and moaning, Herakles tore into the earth with his bare hands. Digging now availed him no more than it had with Kreontiades. Still, he hurled dirt aside. He dug till his nails cracked and peeled from his fingers. He dug till, at last, malevolent cackles answered him, seeping up from the unfathomable depths beneath Gaia.
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      “Herakles!” Someone cried, shaking him. “Herakles!”

      Eyes flying open, he caught Pandora’s wrists, squeezing as he hefted her up. Just for a moment. Then reality slammed hard into him with all its callous indifference. Something was so deeply broken in his soul that he had done such a thing. Something stained the depths of him, called up the madness that had led him to destroy his own World, and yet allowed him to linger as if a shade wandering the face of Gaia.

      “I am … not redeemed,” he rasped, depositing Pandora off to one side.

      The woman—or Titan, if she was indeed Nike?—rubbed her wrists and shook herself. In her golden eyes, he could almost see the whir of turning wheels as she considered how she might comfort him.

      Herakles neither sought nor deserved comfort. He had helped Pandora save her beloved Prometheus, yes, but that was all. One accomplishment stacked against the blight of his unforgivable act of kinslaying. What a fool he’d been, to ever imagine he might give over the ways of violence. Death had plagued him from his earliest days, even as he ignored the warning: his very nature lay steeped in violence. “Is this my time?”

      Pandora blinked away whatever platitudes she might have uttered. Perhaps she too, so clever, saw that no words would serve now. “We can only know that for certain if we find people and ask a few discreet questions.”

      For the first time, he rose to sit and stopped to look around. “These are the woods beyond my farmland. I walked them many a time.” Oft enough with Megara, fingers twined, as they mused over the future they might have. The time they had claimed, before he murdered that future. His heart pinched at the thought. For a moment, he thought perhaps he could will it to cease beating. Could force silence upon the treacherous organ and be freed of all this. “I would know this place even in my sleep.”

      “If you recognise specific paths in the wood, we must have arrived at least close to your time. No more than a few decades in either direction.”

      Herakles sighed. How much of his dream had held truth? His precious, treasured boys were shades in the Underworld. That much he could not deny. “How can you be sure?”

      “The passing of centuries would have wrought changes. Even if some of the same trees persisted, they would be larger or smaller. A great oak might yet be a sapling, or perhaps it would have become a withered husk. Not even Gaia’s face remains constant, Herakles.”

      Not bothering to answer, Herakles rose to his feet and stumbled in the direction of his farmhouse. This place had been his World less than a fortnight back. Now, each step he took toward the dwelling felt like treading into the shadowed den of some feral beast. His skin prickled with anxieties, even as some part of him, some irrational vestige of his soul, dared to hope he would somehow find his family impossibly alive.

      But when he at least reached his house, it lay darkened and decrepit, long abandoned. Even in the silver gleam of the moon, he saw the wood had begun to rot around the mudbricks, and a section of the roof had collapsed with no one to maintain it.

      Caught in the grips of nightmare, he pushed forward, knowing he ought not to, knowing only more grief waited within. And yet, he edged his way inside, dreading to see little skeletons yet lingering within the hearth.

      At his entrance, however, Athene looked up. The goddess had sat against the hearth stones, knees up against her chest, head upon her folded arms. When she met his gaze, tears glistened within her grey eyes. Never had he seen her looking so stricken, so beaten and worn thin. “You’re back. I … knew you’d come back one day.”

      “Mama?” Herakles could not swallow. Could scarce speak, though he dropped beside her and reached out with tentative fingers for her hand. But he, who had violated all familial bonds, did not deserve the comfort of a mother’s embrace. With a grimace, he slipped back onto his arse and scooted away. “Why are you here?”

      “I saw, in the waters, that you’d return one spring night. So …” She choked on a sob. “Each year, when the first blooms would waken, I travelled back here. Every night I wait and hope that …” Athene crawled toward him, but Herakles recoiled. The hurt that creased her face only further served to churn the sea of self-loathing in which he floundered. Of course, how could a man capable of assaulting his wife and murdering his children fail to wound his mother as well? Surely even his birth mother Alkmena must wish him dead.

      “How long was I gone?”

      Athene visibly steadied herself, then rose, one hand pushing off the hearth’s edge, heedless of the dust. No bones remained amid the ash, so perhaps she herself had buried his boys. Having found himself in the depths of Tartarus, Herakles ought to have remained where he belonged, entrenched amid the damned. “It’s been nine years, Herakles.”

      Something in her tone, in the set of her jaw left him imagining she somehow knew where he had been. Did she remember seeing him, seven hundred years prior, in the midst of the Gigantomachy? Had his adoptive mother known from the start he must find himself thrown backward in time?

      Athene offered him a hand. “Son …”

      Not wanting to inflict yet another wound by refusing, Herakles clasped her hand and pulled himself to his feet. “I have to tend to something. I’ll return.” Releasing her, he ducked out the door.

      “The madness was not your fault!” she called after him. “It was a curse which befell you, Herakles.”

      He winced, unable to look back at her. Oh, by all the gods, by Gaia herself, how he wanted to believe that. How fervently his soul sought to abrogate responsibility for the blood that had stained his hands. “Whatever drew that savagery from me,” he said, gaze locked on the untended field beyond his former home, “came from some dark, broken place within the depths of my soul. That brutality, that unforgivable rancour needed but a nudge to rise once more to the surface. I have always been a murderer, Mama, as well you know. These hands …” He choked on his words, looking at his palms, imagining that the blood of his sons yet crusted within the lines. “These hands are only good for carnage.”

      Into the judging moonlight, he fled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Wandering the wood—he knew the way, even though the moon cast but dappled beams of light through the forest canopy—Herakles found Pandora at rest against an oak, turning that blighted Box of hers over and over in her hands. As if, in studying it, she might somehow parse its unfathomable mysteries.

      “We’re nine years late.” He spat the words in accusation, and Pandora offered a satisfying wince. In the next instant, he hated himself all the more for savouring her discomfort. She had not wrought any of this.

      “I can try to move us closer, but there’s an enormous risk we might wind up in the past long before you left.”

      Herakles slumped against a tree and rubbed his palms against his temples. “I have seen my mother.”

      Pandora’s face registered his meaning at once. “And she has not seen you all these years.”

      Which was to say, even if they tried to go back further, they would fail, for Athene surely would have known if he had returned sooner. “I will remain here.”

      Perhaps Pandora’s arrival had offered but a short respite from his attempt to cast himself upon his own sword. Perhaps she had not changed his destiny, merely forestalled it a few days—a few years from Athene’s perspective—and now he ought to meet his end.

      Or … She had only ever promised him a chance at redemption.

      “I have to go,” Pandora said, rising and moving to his side. “I have to be … in another time.”

      Little surprise, there. The woman seemed forever torn asunder by the winds of Fate.

      “What will you do?” she asked when he made no comment.

      There it was, the question niggling his every waking and sleeping moment. To throw himself on his blade and make an end of it, or keep fighting, keep searching for the elusive cleansing her arrival had dangled before him? Maybe it was not real. Maybe he could not ever forgive himself. Certainly, those tiny shades must haunt his steps for the rest of his days. But was taking his own life not just another means of surrender? Of walking away from responsibility for his actions?

      “Redemption isn’t one well-done deed cancelling one unforgivable crime.” He clenched a fist at his side, setting his jaw. “But you have given me hope that it is something I can keep striving for.”

      He had to try. Maybe all he sought lay within the very attempt.

      Pandora nodded in apparent understanding and activated her Box once more. Herakles backed away from the woman as light bent around her, the World convulsing in unnatural arcs.

      When she was gone, he stood for a long time in the wood. The temptation to end it all refused to leave him, incessantly whispering in his ear, promising him a way out. But when he had spoken of the striving, he had meant every word of it.

      So, in the deep black of the predawn hours, he worked his way back to the farmhouse. A fire’s warm gleam welcomed his return, though it issued not from the house but from kindling set in a small clearing. Perhaps his mother had realised he would not welcome a blaze in that hearth. After what had burnt there, it seemed obscene that anyone should ever again take comfort from its heat or light.

      Athene sat beside the fire, watching him. Waiting, perhaps, to see what he would do.

      Herakles bent to snatch up a burning hunk of wood. “This can never be a home again. A place stained by such crimes remains forever tainted.” When she held silent, Herakles turned and hurled the torch onto the roof that had sheltered him for so long. Dry and crumbling already, it sparked in an instant, a blaze lighting up the night sky.

      As he watched, mute and sullen beside his mother, his life burnt away, turning to ash billowing upon a spring breeze. Till all that remained was a broken, smouldering foundation and the shadow play of ceaseless memories.
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      Dreams flowed like rivers, sometimes with gentle burbles, sometimes tossed about into rapids by perilous rocks. The obstructions might jut in obvious danger or lay beneath the surface, but in either case, they churned the waters of dream, tossing the sleeping mind in one direction or the next. To the sleeper, especially to those not trained in oneiromancy, the turbulent discontinuity of the experience failed to register and, thus, most oft seemed all too real. For Hekate, though, walking through the dark halls of another’s mind, the seams became readily apparent. It was at these breaks, these occlusions in the flow, that she could redirect the course of a dream.

      Thus, as she watched from the shadows, concealed from the sleeper because she willed it, Zeus took a single step from his bedchamber in Olympus and found himself treading into the silk-draped antechamber of Europa’s room in Tyros. The platinum-haired Titan brushed aside sheer fabric without question, drawn, as dreamers were, forward by unconscious will. Much as Hekate misliked walking in Zeus’s dreams—his own bedchamber had been filled with sycophants drooling in rapt devotion even at the most insipid of his musings—she knew she had no choice.

      A certainty had settled upon Hekate in the moment when tale of the beautiful Phoenikian princess Europa had come to her ear. Rumours danced over waves, seeming almost to flit ahead of the sailors who carried them, and the poleis of Elládos rang with stories about a descendant of Io whose allure rivalled her ancestor. That name, Europa, Kirke had invoked two centuries back, a warning of things to come. A promise of the transgressions Ananke demanded of Hekate, the Moirai weaving their Tapestry with twisted glee. With the whole of Hekate’s bloodline predicated upon the despoiling of Europa, what choice did she have?

      In far-reaching dreams, she had walked unseen in these rooms, to look upon the lithe young form of Phoenikian royalty. It was from those somnambulant visitations she now spun Zeus’s dream of these chambers, plying the warp and waft of her own weavings as though she thought herself one of the Fates. Yes, the hubris of her meddling might have choked her, had Ananke not already wrapt its icy claws around her throat and stripped her breath away.

      In her oneiromantic wanderings, she had seen Europa’s dreams, broken by the laughter and wild play of the dark-haired Heliad girlchild rushing about this same chamber. The impossibility of it took obscene shape, and Hekate apprehended the truth Kirke had imparted. A reality she had thought herself accepting of, but had not, until that very moment, truly latched unto. Her own mother, a child born thousands of years after Hekate. And if Pandora did not suffer the future laid out before her, what then should become of her descendants?

      In Hekate’s intrusion into Europa’s dream, the princess had worn a gossamer shift, but it took little effort to weave that away such that, as Zeus plodded forward, the girl before him lay bare and exposed. The covers thrown back in her writhing, for Hekate had called up the essence of the most libidinous dream Europa had ever experienced. Mostlike, a nude, aroused girl would have proved enough for Zeus, even had Hekate not spiked his Ambrosia with a lust-inducing potion.

      Though she knew the girl in the dream was but a spectre of Europa, a conjuring born of Hekate’s mind, still she looked away when Zeus slapped his hand over the girl’s mouth. That it was not real now in no way abrogated Hekate’s responsibility for the crime she set the stage for.

      The dream would play out as it must, and Zeus, on waking, would find himself seized by an unquenchable lust for Europa. A need that a thousand bed slaves, willing or otherwise, could not sate. When Hekate awakened in her own chamber in Olympus, she stared at the ceiling, willing it to collapse. To come tumbling down on her, to bury them all within this accursed mountain.

      No cracks spread, and no stones fell to end her self-loathing.
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      On the deck of a trireme, Zeus’s fingers gouged the wood below the prow, the Kroniad staring hard off into the distance. Though twilight had settled in, still the king had refused to grant his beleaguered oarsmen respite for the evening, leaving Hekate to wonder whether she had overdone her efforts to ensure this voyage.

      “My stones thrum, ready to burst for need of the girl,” the king repined, as if such things required voicing under any circumstances.

      Much less that Hekate, standing with her arms folded over her chest, would have wanted to hear. A moment of crushing empathy—not for Zeus, never for him, but for Pandora—swept through Hekate. Caught within the loom of the Tapestry of the Moirai, she found herself powerless to step aside from a damning future and given to question whether all the abandonments for which she had blamed her mother must have felt the same to the other woman.

      In the two centuries since Kirke had told her of Pandora’s travels through time, Hekate had oft peered into the Oracle mirrors beneath Olympus, seeking elusive answers to questions she feared to even voice. All her life she had heard of Ananke, of how it held Man to Fate. But it had seemed an abstraction, a distant conceit with little bearing upon her life. Since Kirke had prompted the abduction of Io, however, Ananke had become something else, something deeper lurking ever in the corner of Hekate’s mind, as if itself a barely perceived eidolon.

      You wonder, Okypete crooned in her mind, whether you ever had any choices. Whether even the purloining of your soul for demonic power was predetermined.

      Questions she refused to voice, yes, even in her own mind.

      When she did not answer him, the king craned his neck to glower at her, as she ought to have sympathised with his unbridled lust. As if she had not unleashed that lust, and in so doing, let loose a wild bull she could scarce control.

      “We’ll reach Tyros by tomorrow’s eve,” she offered.

      And then you’ll bear witness to the fruits of your efforts. Okypete’s cackle had Hekate clenching her teeth.
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      Trailing behind Zeus, Hekate’s traversal of Tyros passed with the flavour of an oneiromantic dream, acrid in its inevitability, galling for her impotence to turn aside. Over the bridge from the island harbour and onward—the setting sun a dying ember behind them—toward Agenor’s palace they plodded, the locals cast aside like flotsam before Zeus’s determined pace. The streets beyond blurred one into the next till Hekate could not have picked out a single face among the myriad onlookers. Instead, they became a sea of judgment, witnesses to her violation of familial duty.

      In ensuring her own existence, in allowing for the existence of her children, Hekate had betrayed her mother. Turn to one side and she failed as a mother, turn to the other, she failed as a daughter. Dare she hope that threading through the middle, Pandora might still find some meaning past the ravages that lay ahead of her? That her transformation from this, her rebirth as Nike, would amount to more than the sum of her suffering?

      “And at last, I understand you,” she whispered as Zeus fair flew up the Hill of Epaphus, toward to the palace of King Agenor.

      A herald started at Zeus’s approach. Perhaps the man would have darted off to announce them, but Zeus shoved him aside with such force he stumbled clean off the portico and landed with a groan upon the cobbles five feet below.

      Hekate found, as things stood, she had no sympathy to spare for the hapless servant of Agenor, so focused as she was upon what must soon unfold. Perhaps she could not feel for him because Pandora and Europa’s plight had already wrenched her heart from her chest and wrung it dry of blood.

      The King of Olympus hurled open the great doors and charged in toward the great hall with an ardour that had Hekate fearing he intended to force himself on Europa in front of the whole court.

      And would you stop it? Khione purred in her mind. Would you call upon my power and freeze off his stones?

      No … Mormo rasped. The wretch cannot defy Ananke and live … So instead, she will watch … Pretending it does not … arouse …

      Hekate snarled in inarticulate rage, unable to even form a coherent response to the wraith’s perversity. Wraiths existed in perpetual agony, and thus sought to spread misery in any way they could, as if it might abate their own suffering. Sometimes, even with her knowing this, Mormo managed to flense away at Hekate’s nerves.

      Mortals fled from Zeus’s determined stride, but within the vestibule, the throng was so thick Zeus had not the patience to allow them to file out and began flinging them to either side. To deny him was to try to hold back the tide. People were shoved up against Hekate, and she had to twist and wriggle to avoid being thrown to the ground. Jostled, as she looked up, she saw a cloaked woman standing in the shadow of a column. Was that … Enodia?

      Before she could be certain, someone slammed into her, so desperate were these people to escape Zeus. The impact sent her stumbling, though she caught herself on a man’s wrist as she fell. He—a courtier by the look of him—gaped at her with such abject terror, his recognition of her writ plain upon his face, that her stomach churned. Hekate released the man and he disappeared into the crowd. She looked once more but saw no sign of Enodia, if she had ever been there. Having little other choice, Hekate hurried after Zeus, who had taken not the least notice of her difficulties.

      As they breached the throne room, her gaze fell almost immediately upon the princess standing there. No oneiromantic vision had revealed this exact moment, and yet, the weight of Ananke had told her where in the hall Europa stood. And there, beside her, was a little golden-eyed girl, clutching the princess’s hand as though it was her real mother’s. For an instant, the child’s eyes
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