
  
    [image: The Face of Hekate]
  


  
    
      
        
        The Face of Hekate

        Tapestry of Fate Book 6

        (Eschaton Cycle: Cycle 2)

        MATT LARKIN

        Editors: Sarah Chorn, Regina Dowling

        Cover: Felix Ortiz, Shawn T. King

        Map: Francesca Baerald

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2023 Matt Larkin.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

      

        

      
        Matt Larkin Books

        mattlarkinbooks.com

      

        

      
        NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        The Whisper

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Part I

      

      
        Interlude: Orpheus

      

      
        Part II

      

      
        Interlude: Prometheus

      

      
        Part III

      

      
        Interlude: Orpheus

      

      
        Part IV

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        The Cycle Continues …

      

      
        Tapestry of Fate Glossary

      

      
        Also by Matt Larkin

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Eschaton Cycle logo]
        

      

      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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            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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Fate leads him who follows it, and drags him who resists.”

        -Plutarch

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gloaming Era, Golden Age

      

      

      

      Fate was, by definition, Fate, and thus immutable. As the avatar of history, Amirani knew this better than anyone; despite his gambit, despite his desperate need to avert the end he had foreseen. That Vorsanos and the rest of their so-called Gnostic Cabal could offer some means of skirting destiny presented a hope so enticing—however unlikely—he found himself pacing about the cathedral in Vulgeth, pretending to examine the statues gracing the alcoves.

      Was what Vorsanos claimed even possible? Could they change the course of the future? Didn’t that fly in the face of the existence of Oracular sight?

      He was in the midst of his wanderings and musings when Narada—Veles now, he reminded himself—entered from a door in the east wing. Though Amirani could tell he was not alone, Veles’s companion clung to the shadows. Or they clung to him. Either way, Erlik remained draped in the darkness.

      “I have already beheld the form you now wear,” Amirani admitted, peering into the tenebrous depths of the cathedral. “I know what has befallen you.”

      With a groan that might well have been a growl, Erlik lurched into the candlelight of the nearest column, though half his form still lurked in shadow. Still, it was enough to offer a haunting glimpse of the vampire.

      His skin had grown pale, almost translucent, and seemed stretched too taut over abnormal bone structures. A sharply arched brow. A nose turned upward, and ears warped into leaves, like he had become a cross between man and bat. The tableau was completed by the leathery wings folded behind his back. The vampire bore no shirt, though he had draped a cloak over his arm, perhaps so he could conceal himself as a Man if desired.

      A petty urge to point out that he had warned Erlik about the price of sorcery rose in Amirani’s breast, but he suppressed it. Such recriminations served naught and no one, least of all considering he had allowed Erlik to follow this course out of necessity. Desperate need—Ananke—as governed so many of his actions. Maybe all actions … The illusion of choice stripped away by the single, all-consuming mission to forestall the dissolution of the World.

      Instead, he fought his repulsion and laid a hand upon the vampire’s forearm in some semblance of the kinship they had once shared. Oh, but Erlik was a kind of ghost now, and worse, he had transmitted his cursed state to others. The taint of it consumed him, even as his spawn spread over this new world.

      The prices they all paid.

      “Now that we are gathered,” Vorsanos said, hand upon Amirani’s shoulder, “I can take you to the Bastion.”

      “These streets remain perilous,” Amirani stated.

      Erlik snorted. “As if I cannot control my own kindred?”

      Amirani inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point. While he couldn’t imagine the vampire bloodlines would dare assault their high progenitor, still, Erlik’s words implied a great deal more control than he suspected the fallen Watcher actually possessed over his creations.

      “Nevertheless,” Veles said, “there are catacomb tunnels we can take to the Bastion. Secured tunnels that run beneath Vulgeth.”

      “And cross through the ruins of Falias,” Amirani said.

      No one answered that. Erlik disappeared back through the same archway he had come from, then Veles beckoned Amirani and the others to follow him. The passage led into a corridor, from which Erlik unlocked a side door and slipped down a staircase, vanishing into the darkness below.

      Vorsanos paused by the door to light an oil lamp. “The Cabal will only be complete when you join us, old friend. After all, who matters more than the one who opened our eyes to the Lie?”

      The Lie. That was what they called the Archon deceit that had bound the Watchers?

      Were he to join their ranks, to share more of what he knew—more than they could conceive—maybe he could find allies. But Amirani had pledged himself to the Fates now, and he was bound to Fate itself. They sought to break the Wheel of Fate, not grasping he was, in some sense, partly responsible for its existence. Oh, yes, he too wanted to destroy its hold upon the souls of Man, but doing so required a more delicate touch than his erstwhile brethren could manage. He had sworn not to trust them again, and he must abide by that oath, for he had given all he was to his final gambit.

      If there was to be hope for Man, it would come from the Destroyer.

      Vorsanos led him down labyrinthine passages, ever deeper into the old city, revealing excavations that ought never have been made. The Gnostic Cabal had rejected the Archons and yet still tried to harness power from one of them. Of course, so had Amirani in stealing Agni’s Flame, so he supposed any charge of hypocrisy he might level against them would ring with bitter hollowness.

      The shadow-drenched passages were lined with crypts and oft displayed skulls embedded in the walls. He heard dripping water and imagined they passed nigh to the city’s sewers, even caught a whiff of reeking dampness. They came round, at last, to the heavy iron door that Erlik had left ajar.

      Amirani had expected it would lead them back into Vulgeth, but rather, the door opened into another staircase descending further underground. He cast a wary glance at Remiel. Was it possible they had lied about rejecting the Archons in order to entrap him? Could they have fallen under Naamah’s sway?

      She nodded encouragement, and he followed—with growing reluctance—as Vorsanos guided him into a subterranean fortress set apart by iron grates. The Cabal Bastion. Supernal wards were carved into the stone before those gates, perhaps intended to hold back spirits and demons, though Erlik himself had passed within and stood at the entrance to a facade not unlike the cathedrals above. More double doors three times the height of Men. More spiked arches, though these joined up with the cavernous ceiling.

      Vorsanos’s lamp did little to illuminate the vault above them, but upon buttresses Amirani could make out hints of carved gargoyles that would peer at any who crossed here.

      He followed the others through the gate and inside the Bastion proper. Erlik drifted off into shadows, and Remiel and Veles headed for a lounge.

      “Join us when you are ready,” Remiel said. “After you’ve seen.”

      Vorsanos waved a hand for Amirani to follow, so he did. The man unlocked a back chamber, then shut the door behind them when Amirani had entered, and set about lighting a massive brazier at the room’s heart. A series of quicksilver mirrors ran along the perimeter of the circular room, each set into its own alcove.

      “They are not perfect,” Vorsanos admitted, coming over with the lamp once he had the brazier blazing.

      “Scrying mirrors,” Amirani said. “You claimed the scrying mirrors of the Sluagh.”

      “Yes and no. I have modified these to show more than other places in this world.”

      A chill had the hair on Amirani’s arms standing on end. “To show what?”

      “We don’t know where your Oracular visions came from. But they showed you things about the future … allowed you to realise the Ontos long before the rest of us. If we want a chance at true Gnosis, we too must have access to Oracular insight.”

      Amirani peered into the depths of quicksilver. And deep it was, seeming to tug upon his very soul. To pull him from the now into some murky sojourn out of time. “Oracle Mirrors. You created these to see the future.”

      “I have seen … visions that crush the very heart of me. I have beheld a future which steals away all I thought I knew.”

      Amirani closed his eyes a moment. “Prescience is the most complex of burdens.” And did this mimicry of prescience bring the Cabal closer to being his allies or simply make them more dangerous enemies?

      “Join us.”

      Amirani opened his eyes to stare at the other man. “You said you had proof that Fate could be altered.”

      Vorsanos nodded. “I had been refining this design already when I came across something that changed … everything. Something that allowed me to breach the bounds of time and begin perfecting these devices. Even …”

      “Even what?”

      Vorsanos shook his head. “Better you see the proof, first.” The fallen Watcher led him beyond the mirror room, down into what Amirani could only think of as a dungeon.

      An orichalcum gate bounded a single cell at the end of the hall. The flickers of his lamp adumbrated a form within, a woman huddled in the corner, wrists resting upon her knees as if in meditation. She lurched to her feet at their approach.

      “Kronos!” she snarled.

      “A timewalker,” Vorsanos said to Amirani. “She came here through time, and I have used her device—which thus far seems specific to her—to both improve upon the mirrors and begin constructing a means for us to move through time.”

      He heard the man, but Amirani could not tear his gaze from the golden-eyed, dark-haired woman in the cell. Even less so when she drew nigh, gaping at him, her expression one of utter shock. And beyond those eyes, he saw … Aditi’s reborn soul.
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      Let us take it as a given that every statement must be either true or false. Let us take it as a second given that events are predicated on causes. Thus, if we imagine the future, we may consider that an event will or will not occur, based on causes. If we say that the event will happen, this is either true or false. If it is true, then the event could not have not occurred. Whatever cannot not happen, must necessarily happen. The future was determined by necessity, that is, by Ananke. Everything is thus governed by Ananke.

      — Urania, Analects of the Muses
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            PANDORA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gloaming Era, Golden Age

      

      

      

      Time had, by turns, flown and crept, muddling into an endless whorl. Pandora could not have said how many years had passed whilst she languished in dungeons beneath Vulgeth. Perhaps two, perhaps five, perhaps longer still, for in the perpetual gloom of the lamplight hold, she had lost all ability to judge.

      She had passed the years thinking, meditating, or working through the training the Amazons had imparted to her, trying to keep her edge. But time dragged on and it grew harder to bear. She played games in her mind, solving mathematical puzzles, writing poetry, or pursuing any other complex activity to stave off the madness.

      Sometimes, one member or another of the Cabal would come to speak to her and demand answers about the Box and its workings. Pandora offered them precious little information, but nor did she dare outright refuse them. If she did not speak to them at all, they might stop coming down here. And theirs were the only faces she saw, hateful though they proved.

      And then Prometheus had come, alongside Kronos, and looked at her, not quite as though he knew her, but as though he knew of her. Perhaps, though he had not before encountered her, prescient insight had warned him of her coming? She could see no other explanation for how intently he had stared into the depths of her eyes as though peering into her soul. The sensation had left her jittery and unnerved.

      Prometheus had departed with Kronos—Vorsanos, here—before Pandora had gotten a chance to speak with her beloved, and she was left with no choice save to return to her contemplations.

      She had been wrong about so many things. She ought not to have come to Vulgeth, yet she had been so certain she could find the answers she needed. Hekate had warned her she would lose the Box here—a thought the interminable years had given Pandora ample time to stew over—and still Pandora had dared to believe she could cheat the future.

      What was the start of this? Pandora chuckled to keep from screaming.

      Maybe it was when a misguided timewalker stumbled into the midst of the Gnostic Cabal and showed them time could be breached.

      It did not surprise her when Prometheus returned, alone, what she judged to be, perhaps, two days later. Pandora rose and moved to the bars to her cell, gripping them to stare into her beloved’s sapphire eyes. Her orichalcum fetters clanked against her cage. With her gaze, she implored him to help her. “Prometheus …”

      “I do not know that name.”

      Pandora was trembling, terrified beyond sense she might lose this one chance at her freedom. A mischosen word could send him away. After so long down here, she had begun to imagine spending the rest of her life rotting in the dark. Then he had come to her, a beacon of light taunting her with a single way home. And she ached for fear of losing sight of it. “Not yet, I suppose.”

      “Then it is all true, isn’t it? Who are you?”

      He had known her, when first he had encountered her on Helion, during the Ambrosial War. Already, he had known her name. Because she was always meant to tell him now. “I am Pandora.” How much was she to tell him now? Could the future be made better—or worse—by her speaking too freely? Or by her reticence? She had mulled over those questions in the time since she had first seen him here and come up with only a half-formed answer: she would tell him as much as she needed to in order to secure his aid, and no more.

      Pandora had come here to gain knowledge of the past, not to impart knowledge of the future. Despite all that had befallen her with the Cabal, perhaps she might yet escape this place with some of that knowledge.

      “Well, Pandora, here I am called Amirani and I have seen the device which brought you here.”

      The Box! “I need it.” It came out harsher than she’d intended, bursting from her mouth before she could stop herself from speaking.

      Amirani shook his head. “The Cabal guards it too closely. Though they cannot use it—and are uncertain why—they have spent years adapting it to build devices which they can operate.”

      Indeed, Vorsanos and the others had come to her many times, asking why the device would not work for them. Prometheus, in creating the Box, must have somehow limited it. Pandora could use it, and her granddaughter Kirke had used it. Perhaps only those of her bloodline could manage it. Though she had succeeded in bringing Herakles along, so she was not certain of the details. He called Athene—another of Pandora’s granddaughters—his adoptive mother. But if he was also of the line of Athenian kings, perhaps he too shared Pandora’s blood.

      “The others believe your presence here, a woman from outside this time, may serve as proof that Fate is not immutable.”

      Oh, how fervently Pandora would have liked to believe that. With such desperation she clung to that hope, rekindling its flame each time the ravages of Fate extinguished it.

      And Amirani read the thought writ plain upon her face. “Neither of us remains quite so sanguine.”

      She clutched the bars even tighter. “Time is an ouroboros.” Amirani closed his hands over top hers, his grip gentle. “If you do not know me,” she asked, heart hammering at his tantalising closeness, “why then do you look at me that way?”

      “I did not know your name. I never said I did not know you. The intangible stuff of you that is but motes of Light contained within a temporary shell, that part, I have known from the first days.”

      His words, the sound of his voice, caressed. And yet the potential import of his meaning—that she had either lived before or he had seen her in his visions eons before her birth—slammed into her and left her gasping for breath. It took her shamefully long to remember how to work her tongue, much less make use of it. “You have to set me free. I cannot remain here. No matter how hopeless Fate seems, I have to try to make right all the inequities of time.” She stopped herself short of revealing their daughter and the terrible future she would unleash.

      Amirani nodded once, not seeming the least surprised, and from his black coat withdrew a ring of keys. After selecting one, he unlocked the bars to her cell, then motioned her forward to remove her orichalcum fetters as well. As those chains fell away, a rush of Pneuma flooded back into her and Pandora shuddered from the sudden return of her power.

      The Phoenix wakened to life and flames burst from her hands, leapt along her arms, and singed her tattered tunic. The spirit inside her had lain quiescent so long its ire now threatened to explode. Before the flames could burn away her clothes, Pandora closed her palms together and willed them back inside.

      “You hold the Flame,” Amirani said when she opened her eyes and saw him watching her, mouth hanging open.

      Pandora chuckled. So many things she wished she could tell him. “It’s the Phoenix.”

      “The what?”

      “You’ll understand in time.”

      He took that in stride and grabbed her hand, pulling her along behind himself.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Amirani led her down a series of tunnels, catacombs in various states of decay. Pandora could not shake the sense of some foulness permeating the air of this sepulchral place. Sputtering torches in wall sconces cast sporadic wells of light amid the gloom. “I cannot get the Box for you, but the Cabal built something.” He did not slow as he spoke, taking twists and turns in the darkness without hesitation. “Larger devices—or perhaps one device in four segments—spread across the continents, beneath the cities of Dark Faerie, connecting the four ruins. They call them the Time Chambers. Soon, they intend to activate one, and this they think to use to thwart Fate. They consulted me in the fine-tuning of the device here. I believe I can use it to send you home before they begin their own sojourns in time.”

      Time Chambers. That was how Kronos had fled from her Era, after escaping Tartarus, to reach that distant future Era where Hekate had blanketed the world in snow and mist. “I don’t think the Time Chamber here still exists in my time.”

      He glanced at her but did not ask what became of it. “The working theory holds that, to move one through time, the chambers must also cast one through space. That’s why they needed multiple destinations.”

      “You mean, in addition to sending me to the future, it will send me to the ruins of another of these cities of Dark Faerie.”

      “Mmm.” Amirani led her round another bend. “We must hurry. There is chaos in the city above. Strife within the vampire bloodlines bodes ill for Mankind.”

      Whilst tempted to inquire about the details, the burdens and sorrows of past Eras would only serve as a distraction from Pandora’s real mission. Still, the idea of leaving behind the Box sounded foreign almost beyond comprehension. The device had become, despite her ambivalence toward it, like a part of herself. She believed Amirani when he claimed they could never reach it, and yet⁠—

      Around the corner, a nightmarish creature surged forward, all distended limbs and an unhinged jaw exposing hideous fangs. Instinct took over and Pandora’s hand shot toward the closest of the torches. Flames leapt to her hand, casting all save herself in darkness. The creature—it looked like what she’d faced in the Vulgeth ruins of her day, save for its feral aspect—had already flung itself forward. With her flaming hand, Pandora seized the abomination by the throat. Having her Pneuma drained through her blood once was enough. With a shriek, she slammed it against the wall.

      Her smouldering fingers punched through hardened flesh, and she felt muscle char and crunch beneath her grip. Its throat turned to ash, then the whole monster went up in flames. Smoke and cinders and gristle spilt from her hand.

      Pandora winced and snapped her wrist to fling the gore away. “What is it?”

      The shock that had washed over his features vanished. “One of the breeds of vampire. A side effect of the creation of the Veil. Keep moving.”

      He led her into a circular chamber, intent to drag her across. But something set onto a podium in the middle of it brought her to a stumbling stop. Because she had seen it before, when she had confronted Kronos before the Titanomachy. “That’s the Tablet of Destiny.”

      Amirani stiffened but allowed her to draw him to a stop whilst she plodded over to examine the stone slab. It was plain stone, though engraved with strange glyphs not unlike those she had beheld in Hekate’s grimoire. There were eight lines carved upon the tablet. Names? Dates?

      “We have no time to ogle over treasures the Cabal only half-understand.”

      She whirled on him. “Do you understand it? You always know so much more than you reveal, lover.” Letting slip the nature of their relationship in the future had been a deliberate choice, a move designed to throw him off his guard.

      Amirani did not miss a beat, though. “Whatever I withheld, I must have done for good reason.”

      “I—”

      A whirring buzzed through the stones beneath their feet and set the catacombs to trembling. Pandora’s ears popped.

      As she recovered, one set of the glyphs upon the Tablet began to emanate faint blue light, and both she and Amirani swivelled to gape. “What the …?” Gingerly, she brushed her fingers over the carvings in the Tablet. The radiance emitted no heat, only a pale gleam.

      Her companion, though, had turned from the pedestal and began casting about, seeking for something. Or someone. A man eased around the corner, cautious, his hand upon the hilt of sword longer than any she had before seen. His clothes were strange, even for this Era, a long black coat over an embroidered white shirt.

      “Amirani,” the man said, his command of the local language tinged with a foreign accent.

      “You came through the Time Chamber,” Amirani said, even his mind apparently reeling at the implication. “They intended to first activate it this very day.”

      “You sent me,” the man confirmed.

      “I …” Amirani sucked in a sharp breath, for once speechless.

      The stranger looked to Pandora, watching her with a wary glare. The Tablet was definitely reacting to this man’s presence. His gaze swept over it, briefly, but he did not seem to make the connection nor much care about the stone’s purpose. “Is she human?”

      Amirani stole a glance at Pandora as well, coming out of his shock. “Yes.”

      The man abruptly lost interest in her. “Where is Erlik?”

      “At this moment, I think he is preparing for the activation of the Chamber.” Oh, but that had clearly already happened. The moment the device became ready, someone came through from the future. As far as Pandora could gauge, that implied the furthest back anyone could travel was to the moment of the Chamber’s creation. It made sense, she supposed, given that the devices were designed to send one between them and could not send one to a point in which no two of the Chambers existed.

      The stranger took Amirani’s words as confirmation of his mission, whatever it was, and hurried from the chamber without so much as another word.

      Regardless, Pandora was left parsing the revelation of his presence. As Amirani had implied, the future existed. It had always accounted for the existence of these devices. The ouroboros encompassed all that was or ever would be.

      Perhaps her lover read the creeping despair that seized her upon her face. “History is merciless.”

      “Still,” she said. “We must strive against the chains of Fate.”

      Amirani offered a nod of confirmation, respecting her determination. Or perhaps humouring her desperation. He led her into the room beyond the Tablet, a massive spherical chamber with a purpose she could not doubt. The bottom half of the orb was filled with water, rimmed by a walkway which joined to the device at the heart of it all: a massive orrery conjoined to an adjustable astrolabe. The mess of interconnecting gears made plain the chamber’s relationship to her Box. The builders had studied every mechanism of one device and recreated it on a massive scale

      As Pandora ogled the wonder of the machine, Amirani set to fiddling with the innumerable dials and levers and adjustable panels. She watched him, taking in all he did and all she saw of that device. But something seemed … off.

      “I don’t think that’s correct.”

      He looked at her, curiosity plain in his sapphire eyes. She had used the Box so many times, she had gained an intuitive grasp of its workings. This thing was not so different. Simpler, perhaps, because it had only three possible destinations in space and, from this point, could only go forward in time. Together, they worked at setting the device until she was fair certain, as much as she could ever be, that it would allow her to return to her own Era.

      Without the Box, she would not find it easy to correct a mistake, she reminded herself. As with that device, this one might not allow her perfect control. At some point, the only choice lay in the testing of it or not.

      On impulse, she laid a hand upon his cheek, and he turned from what he was doing to look hard at her. “One day, you must reveal to me all the whirring gears of your mind.” He looked like he might say something but instead shut his mouth and held her hand with his own. “You have to go,” she said when it became plain he had no words for this situation. “I must throw the final lever alone, lest you become swept up in the shift.”

      They both knew the timeline could not endure such a thing.

      Amirani squeezed her hand once more, then released it. As he departed, he cast a final, mournful look her way. What truths did he know that she still had not realised? But she felt herself growing ever closer to the answers.

      When Amirani had sealed the door, leaving her alone once more, Pandora activated the Time Chamber. Lightning coruscated along the orrery arms. The device whirred, its many limbs and walkways spinning in faster and faster orbits. The room trembled and whined from the strain. The water rose about the room’s side, creating a hollow sphere of liquid. Lightning leapt from the blurring arms of the orrery to the encircling waters, turning them luminous.

      The World bent back upon itself, light collapsing into a bubble. Everything blinked out.
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            HEKATE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        46 Bronze Age

      

      

      
      Bacchic wine flowed through Thebian aqueducts, filling every fountain with the sacred brew. Women flocked to God’s side, hearing his call from far and wide. They came from the brothels and the markets, from the manses and the alleyways. They flowed in from the landed estates outside the polis, having slain husbands and sons who tried to control them. Any man who refused them—who dared deny the Maenads as emissaries of the divine—they tore him to pieces. They scattered limbs and feasted upon phalluses until, in the end, only those who joined the revels and sipped God’s wine remained in Thebes.

      Then, more came. Dishevelled or unclad, they flowed in through the gates from farmlands, from villages, from little cabins in the woods. Some Hekate recognised as witches, even one other sorceress. Some were Nymphs, thriving when at last free from the oppressive weight of male Titans.

      They began to flow in from Korinth or came upon ships out of Athenai. She knew that, in time, the wine would reach every polis in Elládos. Soon, no woman would remain bound by her societal chains. The edifices of man were already crumbling.

      Thus drunk and smiling, she wandered the halls, no longer bothering with clothes. Modesty, like vanity, was but an affectation foisted upon humanity by its own pomposity. Now freed, she lay with any man or woman who caught her eye, she ate where she wished, slept where she wished, and never allowed the taste of the precious brew to leave her lips.

      Stumbling along the garden path, admiring the moonlight, Hekate did not see the cloaked stranger until she collided with his chest. Chill hands seized her arms. Through the haze, she looked up into eyes glinting red beneath the shadowy recesses of that hood.

      “Keuthos …” she breathed. Could a revenant drink the wine? No, and the God would not approve of his unnatural presence, would he? No, she needed to summon the others and have him torn limb from limb. In honour of her old friend, she would feast on his flesh herself.

      She drew in a breath to scream, but an icy hand slapped over her mouth, cutting off her air. Some powder—that tasted like oneiroi dust!—in the other hand tickled her nose and … she …

      Everything blurred. Darkness took her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hekate awoke gagging on the honey-sweet taste of Ambrosia. A parade of horses pranced through her skull. The clatter of their hooves ushered in the most stupendous hangover in the history of time. She dared peek at the world and winced as a beam of moonlight hammered through her eyes, blinding.

      A groan escaped her.

      She turned to her side, realised someone had wrapt a himation around her, and pulled it tighter.

      “She’s free of it now,” she heard a woman say.

      “Can he claim her again?” another voice said. Keuthos?

      A hesitation. “I can weaken him with a spell, though the process is long and will cost me.” Another pause. “He will not stop hunting for her, though. Zagreus’s rage pierces even through the aspect of the Elder God. He will come for her.” That voice … Enodia?

      “How can we escape him?”

      A hand alighted on her shoulder, almost gentle, in a way she had never known Enodia to be. “She needs the power to confront him. Tell her to finish that grimoire.”

      Keuthos scoffed, the sound hollow. “There are no masters left from which she might yet learn. I wonder how much you might have to offer, sorceress.”

      “A great deal, had I the time. But I must attend to Dionysus if you are to escape his sight even for a moment.” The hand withdrew. “There is truth in your words, Keuthos. Few remain who could teach Hekate at this stage. But there were others, in ages past, their wisdom forgotten in the buried halls of ancient wonders.”

      “Dark Faerie?” Keuthos groaned. “We have been to Gorias.”

      “The ruins of Falias lie in the Nyxlands. Guide her there, keep her alive, and she will find what she needs.”

      Though she struggled to focus on their conversation, the blissful oblivion of dreams rose to claim her.
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      When they emerged from the depths of Olympus, Kronos led Hekate not toward the crumbling steps that would descend the mountain but rather onto a side path that wrapt around the peak.

      “What are we about now?” she demanded, unable to infuse her words with the bite of bitterness she’d hoped for.

      “Long ago, I discovered something, a relic of the first Era of the World. A record, if you will, of destiny itself.”

      Their path forced them to press against the cliff, gazing at a sheer drop plunging for hundreds of feet. The view sent Hekate’s heart racing and sweat slicked the same palms with which she steadied herself against the rock wall.

      At last they reached a wider shelf, then had to squeeze through a narrow crevasse separating the mountainside. From the look, a quake had opened this rent, albeit one long back, given how wind and rain had eroded the outer edges.
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      Wild tribes inhabited the woodlands in the northernmost reaches of Phlegra. So far as Hekate knew, neither the Elládosi nor the local Phlegrans knew much about these men they called barbarians. Those who knew of their existence spoke of them in frightened whispers. Savages. Men gone mad, living upon the edge of the Nyxlands, tainted by the Goddess of Night.

      Yet, upon learning she could speak their tongue, the wood-dwellers brought them into their wooden huts, fed them venison—though Keuthos only pretended to partake—and treated them as honoured guests. While they wore leathers and animal skins around their shoulders for warmth, in the end, they were much like all Men, Hekate decided. Save, perhaps, for the fact their most respected elder was a wrinkled woman.

      The way she studied Hekate over the campfire, an intensity behind those rheumy eyes, could well mean a witch guided these people.

      She and Keuthos had travelled more than two months since her friend had rescued her from Dionysus’s thrall, pushing hard for fear her adversary may yet pursue her. Whether she had earned Zagreus’s ire, she surely deserved Hades’s wrath. Given the dark king’s power, that he should manage to see Zagreus reborn, and as a son of Zeus … perhaps she could believe that. But that Hades should manage to somehow pull an aspect of an Elder God into the newborn defied all reason. The very thought of it had chills wracking her, nightmares parading through her sleep. Puissance beyond all ken coursed through Dionysus now, and she could not see a means of combating the madness he engendered.

      “You cannot go north,” the old woman said after gnawing on a gristly hunk of meat.

      Murmurs burbled amid those gathered close enough to overhear. More than once, Hekate thought she heard the tribesmen speak of a “gate to Hel.”

      “Why not?” Keuthos asked, drawing an appraising look from the woman. The revenant-wraith held back from the fire, but if the barbarians had noticed his aversion to flame, they gave no sign.

      “Death bleeds in the north. A fell wind sweeps through twisted trees. Things wake that ought to sleep forever.”

      Words spoken with a ritual intonation, a caution handed from generation to generation. Legends claimed that, while the Time of Nyx ended in the Nyxlands, there, and there alone, Nyx still held sway. Did eternal night truly reign in the north, or mere superstition? According to tales, Kronos had fought alongside Ouranos to end the Time of Nyx, and perhaps the fallen Titan could have spoken to what lay ahead, had Zeus not bound him in Tartarus.

      “What is Hel?” Hekate heard herself asking, almost as in a dream. The name simmered with unspoken dread, a primal fear that coursed through these people like an icy mountain stream.

      The witch fixed Hekate with a discomfiting stare, as though she could see the abrasions of Hekate’s faltering soul. “The hidden place. It is death. The end of all things, when frost spreads like a sweeping plague, when light dims and shadows reign.”

      The Underworld, perhaps? An evocative term for it, one that struck such consuming awe in the wood-folk they dared speak it only in whispers.

      So … if a gate to Hel truly existed in the Nyxlands, did that mean a breach to the Underworld lay north? Was it possible an actual bridge to Nyx awaited them should they push on, seeking the ruins of Falias?

      Pressing these people would avail her little, she thought, given the looming dread that already seized them. As it was, their hosts thought her and Keuthos mad for their inquiries. The last thing they needed was for these people to decide them threats they must destroy.

      The barbarians passed around a skin of honeyed wine, and Hekate’s pulse quickened at the thought of a mild intoxicant. After months without the taste of the Bacchic wine, after so long … Her fingers trembled, reaching for the skin. Just a taste, something to help keep the nightmares at bay for⁠—

      Keuthos’s icy grip closed on her bicep, the revenant having come closer to the fire than she had thus far seen. “We must rest. We have far yet to travel.” Her friend fair dragged Hekate to her feet. Gratitude warred with indignation within her. A petulant urge arose to yank her arm away and seize the precious draught that might obviate all the myriad torments whirring within her.

      With a grating effort of will, she allowed Keuthos to guide her back into the small wooden hut the tribe had granted them. She had to duck to enter the doorway, and only at the centre of the dome could she stand upright without brushing her head against the ceiling.

      Keuthos guided her toward the rear of the hut and forced her to sit beside the dim light of a fat-burning candle. The revenant’s ruby gaze glinted with unspoken condemnation that had her wanting to shove him. Who was he to judge her? Keuthos may have suffered his own torments; it did not mean he understood the pains, the terrors, that cut through Hekate.

      “We should not continue north. If we turn west, we could head through the wilderness. Perhaps make it over the Hnitbjorgs before the snows clog the passes.”

      He meant her to head for his original homeland of Hyperborea. While the thought of running from Dionysus held a certain appeal, it was not Hekate’s nature, nor was it probable they could evade the gaze of an Elder God determined to find them for long. No, her only hope lay in whatever secrets Enodia believed lay in the ruins of Falias. Knowledge, the sorceress had said, might allow her to finish the grimoire and combat even such a foe as Dionysus.

      “Can you not navigate the way to Hel?” Hekate asked.

      “You place too much trust in the dead.”

      She scoffed at that. “If I cannot trust you, one of my oldest friends, whom am I to trust?”

      Keuthos lifted his head enough for her to glimpse his wan, pale flesh. “I am yours, always.” Despite his hollow voice and dire aspect, she knew he meant it. Keuthos and she were bound together, by choice or the threads of the Moirai, it mattered little. “I was speaking of the sorceress.” What? Hekate cocked her head. Keuthos grunted, leaning back a little. “You didn’t know. Enodia … she is like me.”

      “No.” That was impossible. Surely Hekate would have known. Would have sensed it, in all the time they had spent together. Wouldn’t she?

      “She is a revenant.”

      The words—the doubts—wormed through her heart, burrowing deeper. Had Enodia always been dead, or had she died since last Hekate had seen her? In Thebes, Enodia had departed before Hekate had recovered her senses. Keuthos had told her that he had sought some means of breaking Dionysus’s hold over her and that he had found Enodia, agreed to work with her. What had passed between them, he spoke little of, but then, Keuthos had become far less garrulous in general since his death.

      Swallowing, let alone finding words, proved a momentous challenge. If Hekate could have missed something so obvious, so glaring in import, how could she trust aught she thought she knew? “I …”

      “Given she withheld something so basic from you,” Keuthos said, “what makes you think she has revealed all you need to know now?”

      In truth, she could never know. But … “She helped you save me from the most dire situation I ever found myself in. I could well have remained Dionysus’s slave for eternity. He made me taste the flesh of Man. Brought out such primal lusts I could not even …”

      Keuthos growled. “All that proves is she did not wish you to remain a thrall to that abomination. Not that she is trustworthy.”

      No, no, no. Enodia had helped Hekate, time and again, along the long road of her life. She had first taught her sorcery, to say naught of the harnessing of the lesser arcana. How to control her necromancy and oneiromancy, how to use the psychic gifts hidden in her mind. “I have to believe that she sent me to finish the grimoire for my benefit. I have to know what lies within the Nyxlands, Keuthos.” If she allowed herself to question everything, to hold naught as constant and given, indecision would paralyse her of necessity. Sometimes, trust had to be a choice, and she had to trust someone. “Without whatever secrets lurk in Falias, Dionysus will find me. He will reclaim his hold upon me. The creature won’t be satisfied until he has brought me, and all Olympus, to utter ruination.”

      A long while, too long, Keuthos held her gaze in glowering silence. At last, he grunted. “Then we shall find the way to Hel.”
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      Another month, Hekate and Keuthos trekked north, at last breaking free of woodlands and passing around the nameless mountains that framed the barbarian domains. East would lay Arimaspia, land of Cyclopes and gryphons, where Man dared not tread and even Hekate had never thought to venture. Not after hearing the stories the Kimmerians had told of the wilderness, long years back.

      But even fell Arimaspia held not a fraction of the dread evoked in Man by the name of the Nyxlands. The further north they pressed, the longer the nights seemed to drag on. For Keuthos’s sake, they travelled only during those lengthening spans of darkness, making camp when the sun burnt the sky with its fleeting appearances.

      They passed through endless fields of yellow, withering grasses, broken by copses of skeletal trees that seemed to watch her with palpable hunger. They trod over rolling hills carpeted with night-blooming flowers, then down into shadowed valleys clogged with bent oaks and nigh leafless beech trees. A chill wind from the north blew more oft than not, bearing a hint of decay and something more … a reek she could almost see, one akin to the psychic disturbances when the Penumbra converged into the Mortal Realm.

      Game was scarce, forcing her to ration what food they found. When they encountered animals, most had a feral, even malicious aspect to them. They bumbled into a wild boar as tall at the shoulder as the largest horse. It was a creature of tusks and bristles that would have gored her, had Keuthos not intervened, devouring the wretched thing’s soul. The beast did, however, provide more meat than either of them could carry.
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      As the sun set, marking the start of another night of trekking, an ill presence upon the wind had Hekate casting about herself. They had camped within another wood of bent, leafless trees, taking what limited shelter they might claim from the first dustings of snow. She could make out little in the spreading twilight, so she embraced the Sight, peering into the Penumbra, and gasped. Etheric ripples thrummed along the ground like tremors, welling into trees. Even as she looked, a great oak turned its trunk, peering at her with hollow eyes. Dangling creepers edged toward their legs.

      “Dammit!” Hekate broke into a run. More trees around them seeped into lethargic animation, their attempts to surround Hekate and Keuthos slow but implacable.

      “Dryads have been watching us,” Keuthos said, the revenant rushing to her side.

      “Then why do they not strike?” Hekate demanded, forced to dodge around one crawling plant after another. While they could outdistance a creeping tree with ease, the spreading threat meant they had, mostlike, enjoyed their last rest for a long while.

      “They await the appearance of their master,” Keuthos answered. Even the revenant-wraith seemed lost as to how they might escape from the encroaching forest. “We must press forward. That they harry us so can only mean Dionysus draws nigh.”

      With sorcery Hekate might have compelled a dryad, bound it to her will, but not without time to prepare and cast. Such would prove impossible now, leaving her only one recourse.

      Though already a bit short of breath from running, Hekate broke into a Kandamian spellsong. Her Supernal words evoked the primal spirit of this wood. Not the dryads who moved through it as though masters, but the land itself, blighted and warped as it was by the Dark of the Nyxlands. Still, a remnant of some living entity lay quiescent beneath the surface.

      Her words prodded and pleaded, her rhythm soothing even the moribund soul of this wretched land into wakefulness. With flattery and allusion to ancient glory, with evoked memory of what must have once been verdancy, she stirred the living wood.

      Vines lurched at them, roots rose in attempts to snare ankles, forcing them to leap with Pneumatikoi. Branches lashed at them, attempting to bar their way. Keuthos blundered shoulder-first into one, his revenant strength splintering dried wood into kindling an instant before it would have smacked into Hekate.

      “For last, indelible glory,” Hekate sang in Supernal, “for memory of what was lost, I call upon you to reject the hold of these dryads. For those who would revel in your bounty one final time, open the way.”

      A rumble built beneath the ground, followed by snapping roots as trees shifted, the land turned in a moil of heaving dirt and rocks and dust. In answer to her plea, to the power of her Pneuma poured into her desperate song, the forest parted. Trees edged to the sides, trunks bowing convex, offering a route through.

      A denying, hissing shriek broke through the night, the dryads recoiling in wrath that any such being would defy them. That a spirit older even than themselves should assert its dominance, though it must have passed into oblivion in so doing.

      In a mad dash, Hekate and Keuthos raced forward. They broke through the edge of the woods and found a vast field of crumbling stonework the likes of which she had never seen. Scattered trees even more decrepit than those they had left overgrew the outer city. The lingering bones of fallen glories hinted at once-soaring spires with sporadic enclaves throughout the ruin still standing.

      “Was this Falias?” Hekate asked whilst passing beneath the broken frame of a buttress dripping with brown moss.

      “I think …” Keuthos rasped, turning about to take it in before casting another glance back at the dilapidated wood they had fled. “A legend in Hyperborea spoke of a city erected over a ruin of darkness. Some claim the builders sought to contain the Dark, while other, direr tales claim they hoped to harness it.”

      If so, if the Hyperborean legend proved fact, another civilisation had built atop lost Falias, only to share its fate. A vast, dead city within the Nyxlands.

      If answers lay here, they would have to find them with haste. The dryads might hesitate to close in on the ruins, but naught would stop Dionysus once he arrived.
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      Trekking into the city, the land began to slope inward. Cracked cobbles pitched toward the centre of a great circle, with the damage to structures growing more severe the further they pushed forward.

      The whole of the ruin felt saturated with Khaos. It chafed her skin and grated her soul. It filled her nostrils with a reek not unlike the awful stench of her dreams of Aeshma. Was this the Hel the barbarians had so dreaded? Beneath the eaves of etiolated monuments, shadows grew so deep they seemed abysses into which she might plummet should she draw nigh. Tenebrous stretches welled and seethed on her periphery, still when she looked to them, then, from the corner of her eye, seeming to reach for her with grasping tendrils.

      They came at last to a gaping crater, a caldera into which the shattered city had tumbled. Fragments of structures dangled upon the descending tiers, but at the centre lay an atramentous pit, a hole that seemed to bore right through Gaia and into a void of Khaos. The taste of the Otherworldly tickled her tongue. Bleak puissance scraped her nerves and brushed over her will, compelling, daring her to descend into those depths. A whisper of shadows promised visions of Ontos if she but braved the true Dark.

      “Look.” Keuthos pointed toward a structure. The half adjacent to the hole had fallen away, exposing the interior of yet another building that must have once stretched hundreds of feet in the air. The great spire had broken off, but Keuthos drew her attention not to the crumbling upper recesses but to an unprotected cellar. A dust-caked ruin, to be sure, but one with hundreds upon hundreds of bound tomes collapsed into random mounds within.

      Tomes unlike most aught she had ever seen, other than the Sefer Raziel in her satchel and a handful of texts possessed by the Circle of Goetic Mysteries in ages past. “A library.” Hekate could scarce believe her eyes. Such a wealth of knowledge, and in this place, it bespoke truths long forgotten by peoples modern Man had no memory of at all.

      Even the Time of Nyx had held wonder, learning, secrets beyond dreaming. Would that she could question Kronos, demand to know why he and Ouranos and their allies had sought to bring down this antecedent age.

      Or perhaps the squirming Dark at the heart of these ruins offered enough answer.

      Careful of her footing—dust and pebbles skittered toward the pit in her passing—Hekate made her way to the ruined library. What they sought must be within. It had to be.
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      Once, this place must have housed a thousand tomes or more. Once, she could tell, shelves lined the walls, row stacked upon row. A handful of shelves on a single wall remained unbroken, though cracks splintered the stone of even these. Hekate traced a careful finger along the chinks, imagining the momentous quake that had devastated this city. It had ruined a civilisation. Had Ouranos caused the cataclysm or merely reacted to it?

      It was one question that, mostlike, even these tomes couldn’t answer.

      The burnt-out ashes amid blackened leather covers told her something had set alight a fair portion of this library, though whether by accident or intent, she did not know.

      Earlier, she had found lamps along the wall. Glass had once contained a flame inside, but the glass had shattered in the quake, and the means of lighting the lamps eluded her, forcing her to instead wedge a torch within the sconce.

      Keuthos thumped a gap in the intact shelf. “One of the tomes is missing.”

      “How can you be certain?” She moved closer.

      He pointed to regular markings along the spines. “These are numbers. The pattern is missing the third book, jumping to the next in sequence.”

      “You can read these?” Hekate’s ability to speak the tongues of Men did not extend to reading unknown languages. But if Keuthos could understand writing from the time of Nyx …

      “No, the numbers are similar enough to old scripts I transcribed. The texts would take long indeed to translate, if I could manage at all.”

      Before Hekate could ask more, a growl rumbled into the library. Several growls, of something bestial and ravenous. Hekate and Keuthos spun, gazes drawn into the upper recesses whence came the sound. There, amid too-thick shadows, glinted several pairs of red eyes, looking down upon Hekate with a hunger of those who had not eaten in an age.

      More revenants, and like Keuthos, they needed to consume flesh to survive. How long had these creatures haunted the ruins? Had they hibernated here since the fall of the Time of Nyx?

      She had no time to seek such answers. More growls issued from outside. Without taking her eyes off the visible foes, Hekate backed toward the entrance, summoning Khione’s ice to her fingertips.

      The Dark gathers … Mormo taunted.

      Keuthos positioned himself in front of her. “When I say run, make a break for the city’s edge.”

      Where Dionysus still hunted her? She needed answers, she needed power to combat the aspect of the Elder God, and she needed it now. More revenants crawled in from upper windows, scrambling along the ceiling like spiders.

      All at once, those gleaming red lights surged forward, launched from the hidden recesses of the library like stones from a sling, all converging upon her.

      “Run!” Keuthos bellowed, even as he leapt, colliding with another revenant in midair. His swiping skeletal claws tore through flesh and ripped out an eye as they landed. Continuing his momentum, he caught the creature and flung it at another of its kind.

      That was all Hekate saw before a revenant was upon her. She thrust her hand forward, launching an icicle the size of an arrow. The missile exploded from her fingers, punching through the revenant’s throat and sending it careening back. The ghost’s daze lasted a bare instant, then it was surging forward again, claws stretching toward her face.

      Hekate’s Pneumatikoi allowed her to catch its wrists, but the revenant’s strength sent her staggering backward. She couldn’t hold it long. The creature bared fangs, mouth dripping venomous saliva, a putrid stench of decay escaping its maw. Closer and closer those fangs leant until Hekate tumbled backward. The ghost sprawled atop her, its acidic spit dribbling over her cheeks, drawing a hiss of pain from her.

      She shrieked, trying to force it away and drive it upward. It was like trying to lift a wriggling, gnawing mountain intent to devour. She couldn’t⁠—

      The revenant was ripped off her, spun around to face Keuthos. The Hyperborean’s fist collided with its jaw. A sound of crunching bone as that jaw dislocated. A second punch knocked the lower half of the revenant’s face off completely.

      “Fly from here!” Keuthos commanded, even as three more revenants bore him down. Blows fell like hammers, cracking the stone floor, sending tremors through the already unstable ground. The tangle of ghosts moved fast as any Titan, their battle a boggling blur.

      She hesitated. Was there some way to help Keuthos? But he had bidden her flee, and she wasn’t sure how else to aid her friend.

      Grimacing, Hekate dashed over debris and fallen books, making for the broken wall they’d entered by. “Shit!” Abandoning Keuthos again felt like someone was slicing ribbons out of her guts. What sort of friend would leave him to hungry ghosts? But they cared about Keuthos only because he forestalled them from feasting upon her.

      A mad scramble brought her back onto the street. The oppressive dark of a moonless night meant she could make out so little … save that, all around, gleamed more flickers of waking red. Tiny pinpricks of rubescent death closing in, cutting off any hope of egress from the city.

      Hekate broke off in one direction, making it a dozen strides before the appearance of more revenant eyes forced her to skid to a stop. She spun, looked this way and that, until she spotted an alley. Enhancing her reflexes with Pneumatikoi wasn’t her strongest suit, but she poured all the Pneuma she could into it, sprinting down the almost pitch-black streets, desperately trying to avoid stumbling over the limitless piles of shattered rock scattered around these ruins.

      A chasm rent the alley, a gulf three feet across. She spotted it only because it had swallowed a piece of the adjacent building, allowing starlight to spill into the alley. With a Pneuma-fuelled leap, she cleared the gap, coming up in a run. The alley opened out into what must have once been a main breezeway.

      And all around, eyes in the dark turned upon her.

      She had, in the end, crossed into the domain of Hel. The ghosts scrambled over rooftops, crawled on walls, raced down the street, closing in from all directions. All, save the abyss that had swallowed the heart of this ravaged city.

      Surely, to descend into such a void would mean death. But what choice lay before her?

      Many of the eyes down the main streets broke away, spreading to either side without warning. Even those ghosts she could see in the shadows, those that had raced toward her on foot, abruptly vanished into alleys as if great hands had swept them all aside.

      No revenants closed in. All had paused, those who lingered watching with fell hunger in their eyes, yet they tarried, as if afraid to close with her. As if …

      The ground groaned, rocks splitting, shifting, as a torrent of roots ripped through the cobbles. Riding high upon a wave of fibrous destruction stood Dionysus, arms spread in announcement of his own peerless glory. Not even an army of hungry ghosts dared close with this vessel of an Elder God.

      “Fuck!” No choice remained. With all she had in Pneumatikoi, Hekate sprinted for the great caldera. Ill wind whipped against her, the very air thick with Otherworldly taint, a warning that ahead lay the darkest of powers.

      Behind her, closing in, came a return to enslavement. Dionysus’s perverse smirk had bespoken the myriad torments he would visit upon her, the things he would do and, stripping her of will, make her grateful for the abuses.

      She could not spare the breath to scream in horror. Run, run, run!

      Her skin tingled as Dionysus drew closer. An invisible hand caressed her limbs, begging her to return to the embrace of the god. The heaving ground burst apart as the stream of roots ripped through the city, pulverising, casting stones aside in a cacophony that swallowed all other sound.

      The fickle earth sent Hekate stumbling, skidding, landing shoulder-first upon lurching cobbles. That impact had bolts of lightning shooting down her arm. A groan escaped her, her heart trying to climb out of her throat. Dread swallowed her, and worse, an unbidden desire to surrender, her flesh and mind striving to betray her.

      A Pneuma-enhanced shove sent her scrambling forward, a stumbling, lopsided run. Roots and vines sprouted all around her, reaching. Dodging to one side and the next, she fled until she reached the drop-off into the crater.

      Below, almost invisible in the dark, she spied a steep slope that might have ended in a lower tier. The play of starlight could have been buildings caught in a precarious perch on the side. Or it could have been jutting rocks that could turn her to pulp.

      “Hekate …” The god purred, his hypnotic voice demanding she prostrate herself and beg his favour. To worship him until the end of time.

      Hekate jumped into the void.
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      A feeling of flight. A timeless, flailing, careening through the swallowing dark. A fist slamming into the whole of her body at once, a deeper darkness consuming her.

      When Hekate pushed herself up, she could not say if she had lost consciousness for an instant or longer. Her senses seeped back in. The rumbling that ripped through the city above meant Dionysus could not lurk far behind, which meant little time had passed.

      She lay amid rubble. As awareness deepened, she stifled a cry. Shards of rock had punched through her thigh and torn open gouges all over her torso.

      Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the faint hint of starlight reaching down this far. In threatening chiaroscuro, the space above loomed, dozens of feet out of her reach. Yet such a fall would not much impede the god when he came for her.

      Groaning, Hekate dragged herself forward. What could she do now? She could try to use Mormo to bodily shift into the Penumbra, but even if she held out against the wraith’s will in her current state, judging by the cloying shadows, this place already lay within an Echo convergence. The barriers between Realms were so tenuous here, the god would walk right through.

      Lacking any plan, she kept crawling. Casting herself deeper into the pit would be better than allowing Dionysus to strip her of her mind once more. Unless, of course, the fall killed her and Aeshma reached out of Tartarus to snare her soul.

      “Gods damn it all.” A rasping, weak, pathetic curse for the pathetic condition of her body and soul.

      And yet, she kept crawling, hunting aught she could use. If Dionysus came, maybe she could catch him off his guard, wound him, maybe … maybe …

      Amid the rubble, her fingers brushed over something cool and metallic. Though caked in dust, she could feel intricate grooves inset within. A blade? No, she realised, brushing away debris. A cube of some kind, but perhaps strong enough to bash in a skull?

      In the wan starlight, she blew dust off the object until she could get a better look. What she beheld was … impossible.

      But the cube looked like the Box that Kirke had shown her so long ago, claiming it had allowed her to travel through time. What in Gaia was the thing doing here, buried in millennia of detritus?

      Crunching stone and a shower of pebbles drew her gaze overhead. The growing shadow that loomed, blocking even the meagre starlight, announced the arrival of the god. His flow of roots had him descending toward her, taking his time, drawing out her rising dread.

      She was lost either way.

      She was damned either
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