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      The Eschaton Cycle is a dark fantasy adventure series inspired by numerous myths and legends. Each sub-cycle within the series represents an Era of time, bookended by cyclical apocalypses. Every cycle has its own flavour, but intermeshes with the others in a tapestry.

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:

        https://www.worldanvil.com/w/eschaton-cycle/
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            DRAMATIS PERSONAE

          

        

      

    

    
      People of Kêr-Ys

      Dahut — the Princess of Kêr-Ys, a druid.

      Gralon — King of Kêr-Ys; Dahut's father.

      Dieub — Dahut's mother; slain.

      Youlek — Dahut's brother; slain.

      Rapunzel — her baby sister (not named until later).

      Kenan — Dahut's long-dead grandfather.

      Sétanta — a knight of Ys who sets out to find the lost princess.

      Moccus — a knight of Ys who sets out to find the lost princess.

      Aodh — a druid who trained Dahut.

      Donn — the chief druid.

      Elouan — a druid.

      Blodeuwedd — a child stolen by Rumpelstiltskin.

      

      People of Bro Érech

      Gwezenneg — King of Bro Érech, who rebelled against Gralon.

      Mael — elder son of Gwezenneg; prince of Bro Érech.

      Bleiz — younger son of Gwezenneg; prince of Bro Érech.

      Faoinèis — a druidess who Donall believes is the one who saved him.

      

      People of Dùn Beinn

      Donall — son of the clan chief of Dùn Beinn.

      Cora — a widow in Donall's lands.

      Rory — metalsmith of Dùn Beinn.

      

      People of Sgitheanach

      Iain — son of the chief of Sgitheanach; friend of Donall.

      

      People of Mynydd y Gaer

      King Dafydd — King of Mynydd y Gaer.

      Rhys — prince of Mynydd y Gaer.

      

      People of Legend

      Nemed — a god, founder of Nemedia.

      Gofannon — the Smith Lord, son of Nemed and a demigod who built Kêr-Ys.

      Creiddylad — demigod daughter of Nemed.

      Owain ap Nemed — son of Nemed; founder of Bro Érech and later ruler of the Black Forest.

      Edern — demigod son of Nemed.

      Gwyn ap Nudd — demigod son of Nemed; now said to lead the Wild Hunt.

      The Kelpie — spirit of the whirlpool.

      

      The Others

      Merrows of Cantref Gwaelod

      Lí Ban (LEE-vahn) — youngest daughter of King Garanhir.

      Garanhir (Gar-an-HEER) — king of Cantref Gwaelod; Lí Ban's father.

      Mererid (meh-REH-rid) — Lí Ban's sister closest in age to her.

      Manawydan (man-ah-WUD-an) — Lí Ban's grandfather; former king of Cantref Gwaelod; missing.

      Fand (Fand) — Lí Ban's grandmother; former mate of Manawydan.

      Balor One-Eyed (BAL-orr) — an ancient fomorii defeated at the Tower of Glass.

      

      Tylwyth Teg

      Black Annis — an Other who kidnaps Rapunzel.

      Gothel — an Other known for stealing children.

      Lugus — a hero of the Tylwyth Teg.

      Nudd, Lord of the Silver Hand — a fae king who fought the fomorii.

      Rumplestiltskin — the “King of the Golden Mountain”.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "I am certain that I have been here as I am now a thousand times before, and I hope to return a thousand times."

        — Goethe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: DAHUT

          

        

      

    

    
      Washed after her journey—cleansed of that man’s touch on her body—Dahut dressed in a fine gown, green as hills in spring. By the time she had finished her ablutions, eventide had begun to creep in and the feast would be underway. Her father, though still weighed by grief over the loss of his wife and son, declared a grand celebration in honour of the return of the young princess, Dahut’s sister. The feast would culminate with a naming ceremony. At last they would move beyond the tragedy Bro Érech’s king had visited upon Kêr-Ys. On her return, Father did not speak of the accusations Dahut cast upon him when she had left, how she claimed, had Gwezenneg not already thought him a weak king from a failing line, he would not have dared to ambush the queen whilst she visited her kin in the Black Forest. He did not mention how Dahut had named him craven when he refused to march the army against his rebellious subject king.

      In fact, Gralon had little to say to her save a weeping embrace of gratitude. Dahut needed to apologise for her bitter words, but before that, she needed rather a lot of wine to help her wash down her pride. She was a druid as well as a princess, and neither druids nor royals were wont to offer apologies. Pride was not always a failing. A woman needed pride to stand against the tribulations of Fate. Pride kept her head high when all the World sought to bow it. She had already shed more of her pride than she could bear.

      Dahut sighed, hugged herself. It had taken much to save her sister. Her plan had forced her to seduce Gwezenneg—and to take aid from an Other to do so—who had not known her, and to allow herself to become his consort. Only then had she been able to slay him, recover her infant sister he had stolen, and make her escape from Bro Érech. Only after letting him dirty her flesh with his touch. Some things one could not cleanse with mere washing, for they left stains upon the soul.

      She would not show it, though. Not to her father, not to the courtiers filling the grand hall in the palace, not, if she could help it, even to herself. Instead, she knelt at the chest where she kept her clothes and shoved them aside to reveal the iron key hidden beneath. A thin silver chain threaded through the top of it, for Dahut had always worn the key between her breasts, close to her heart. It opened the vault of Kêr-Ys, the legacy of the Smith Lord who had raised this city, hers by right as princess. According to druidic lore, the demigod Gofannon had crafted the city and its walls with the power of the Celestial Jewel that now slept within the palace vaults. Through their father, King Gralon, Dahut and her sister carried the last of Gofannon’s divine blood and his greater legacy.

      And that wretch Gwezenneg had thought to challenge the might of Ys by murdering Dahut’s mother and her brother and trying to hold the infant princess hostage. Father had done naught, wallowing in his mourning, terrified of his daughter coming to harm if he should act. As if abduction was not harm enough. Dahut had refused to wait. Now, the princess was coming home and her abductor, King Gwezenneg, was sped off to the Otherworld, may the fear gorta feast upon his unworthy soul.

      Dahut had dared not carry the key to the vault to Bro Érech, where the spectre of death had hovered so nigh to her. Now though, with him dead, with her safe behind the towering granite walls of Kêr-Ys, she donned it once more, tucking it inside her dress. The wall was not the only defence Gofannon had prepared for his creation. At high tide, these gates would be sealed and the isthmus would flood. It made assailing Kêr-Ys impossible, for an army would have but hours to overcome the granite walls—manned by slingers—and the soldiers warding the gates. King Gwezenneg would never have dared strike at the city, but it had not stopped the pompous subject king from breaking his oath of loyalty.

      Words, she found, were not worth what they had been.

      Much though she might rather have tarried in her chambers, gotten drunk—uproariously so—and passed out, she could ill afford to miss her sister’s feast. Thus, like her dress, she donned a smile and made her way downstairs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In a corner of the palace, away from the main feast, in a chamber bedecked with fading tapestries, she clanked her goblet against Sétanta’s. The young Ysian knight was already flush with more than one cup, but what did it matter? Feasts were for drinking and revelry and making good memories. They sat at a low table, the only people in the room save for a servant trying to blend in with an alcove in the wall, like one of the marble statues of Dahut’s ancestors. Light spilled from a lamp on the table, casting flowing shadows over her decanter of wine. This room was closed to the party; not closed for the princess, though.

      The knight sat close enough Dahut could smell the musk of his sweat, a scent mingling with the wine and the aroma of roasting pork wafting through the palace. He and his comrade Moccus—where had the other brash young man got to?—were just of the age of choice, seven years Dahut’s junior, newly knighted. Had she asked, either would have followed her to the threshold of the Otherworld and beyond, to say naught of gates of mortal enemies. They would have stormed Bro Érech, would have cut faithless Gwezenneg down upon his very throne. But Father—the wise philosopher king Gralon—had refused to act, and thus the task before her had not been one for blades or spears. Another tack had proved needful to recover her sister and bring retribution down on Gwezenneg of Bro Érech. Dahut was druid trained. She knew the secret names to call upon beings that could aid her when all other routes seemed closed. She knew the words to whisper into the darkest nights, if one truly sought an answer to such calls. A shiver shot through her, a memory of a very dark night, indeed. It was dangerous, calling up the Others. Dangerous, sometimes required.

      “I’m … obliged to make an appearance at the feast first,” she said to Sétanta, her voice raspy. How many goblets had she thrown back? Not enough, if still she could ask the question. “And later to present my sister for the naming … After that …” She cupped her hand around the knight’s cheek and he shivered. She thought perhaps he was too young to want her, but he leant in and she kissed him, savouring the salty taste of his lips. “Well,” she said, pulling away after a long moment. “Well, ’tis a celebration, after all.”

      “Princess …”

      “Tonight, it’s just Dahut. And I do as I wish, with whomever I wish.”

      His eager nod was almost comical as she rose and slipped away, back toward the main hall, her steps unsteady. Dahut licked her lips in anticipation of the knight’s touch. What she had done with Gwezenneg, what she had allowed him to do to her, it left a foul feeling upon her skin, one she longed to lave clean with something pure and her choice.

      The great hall danced with the mingling light of a half dozen overhead braziers, all hung from the rafters by iron chains. Marble columns carved with whorling knots supported a high roof, with the rafters threading a maze betwixt the columns. Pigeons, she knew, nested up there, in the hidden recesses, and she smiled recalling a delegate from Starfall Vale who had gotten splattered with droppings whilst in the midst of an address to her father.

      The hall was thick with people. None danced, not this night, despite the music and the bard’s celebratory song echoing off the vaulted ceiling. Perhaps most of the guests remained uncertain whether to rejoice at the return of the stolen babe or remain in grief over the death of the queen and the prince. Aye, Dahut, too, felt her emotions too moiled to untangle, least of all whilst drunk.

      As she returned to the banquet, a tall man intercepted her, well-built, with auburn hair down to his shoulders and piercing eyes, blue as the sea. As deep as the sea, too. “Aodh,” she said and bowed. The druid had been one of her instructors and had taught her much of history, math, and the sciences. Sometimes, she thought him the most knowledgeable man she had ever met. Save that he did not share the more obscure arcana. Of the calling of the spirits of the land or of the night, he remained forever reticent, forever obdurate that such a route was too perilous. So she had learnt such craft from others, such as the chief druid Donn himself.

      “Princess Dahut.” He returned the bow. “Or do we prefer Aveldro, now?”

      Dahut struggled to keep her face impassive. Aveldro—the whirlwind. It was the alias she had taken to ensnare Gwezenneg. As his consort, she had found her way to his bed. Which had given her the chance to poison his wine and recover her sister. Of course, to accomplish any of that, she’d needed Otherworldly aid. “Do you fault me for taking steps to protect my family?”

      “For protecting your family, never. Those we love define our lives, so naught could matter more. Nor am I one to fault taking on new names as the need arises. No, but Princess, when you bargain with forces from beyond our world, the price may come higher than you imagine. You defied my teachings against such things, though, and now I fear the consequences. There are, always, consequences if one calls up denizens from the Otherworld.”

      Dahut had little mood for his lectures. “You fear too much. I came away from the bargain with vengeance sated, my sister restored, and myself unscathed.” She clapped a hand on his arm in rude dismissal and strode from him, mingling in the party.

      Slowly, she worked her way to the back of the hall, where her father sat upon his throne. The chair rested on a dais some half dozen feet above the main floor. A semicircle of candles ran behind the throne, lending an eerie, almost Otherworldly look to its occupant. Her father, for his part, struggled to keep a smile. Dahut wondered how many of the other guests saw his mirth as a veneer. Not that she could begrudge him for mourning her mother and brother; she felt that grief too, like a piece carved out of her gut, leaving her hollow. It left her waking in the middle of the night, gasping, calling for them. But unlike her father, Dahut had resolved to do something about their murders. She could not bring them back from the Otherworld, but she could make certain the one who caused their deaths followed them. The dead cried out for vengeance, and she had not let their cries go unanswered.

      As the evening drew on, her father bade her retrieve the babe for the naming ceremony. So, tipsy and thus careful of her steps, she climbed the spiralling stairs to the highest level of the palace. There the royal family of Ys had their chambers, including the babe, though the wet nurse slept in the antechamber of the girl’s room. At the moment, the woman lay on a cot by the hearth, snoring. Dahut saw no reason to wake the nurse, who had spent hours tending to a fussy infant, and thus crept past her, into her sister’s main room, barely managing to avoid tripping over her own feet in the process.

      Then, she stood in the girl’s room and blinked, uncertain of what she saw within. There, argent in the moonlight streaming through the window, a red-hooded woman, holding the babe. For a drawn-out moment, Dahut gawped at the very being she had called upon to help her gain her vengeance. “Black Annis …”

      One of the Others, the fae, the creature turned to meet Dahut’s gaze. Dahut knew her, had called her up and bargained for the chance to see her sister home, to kill Gwezenneg and escape in the process. And now the Other held Dahut’s unnamed baby sister. Did she intend to replace the girl with a changeling? Was that what Dahut had stumbled into?

      “R-release her …” Dahut half commanded, half begged as she stumbled forward, hand raised in denial of this thing, this nightmare.

      A malicious gleam filled Black Annis’s eyes, like the reflection of firelight that did not exist within the room. “Always a price …” the Other purred, stepping backward, toward the balcony where a fell wind howled. “An offering of burnt rapunzel flowers?” She snorted, cackled. “Hardly a sufficient price. Your treasure to me you swore.” No. Dahut had thought … had intended to grant her all the gold and silver she could wish for. “All I could carry, said you.” Baring her teeth, she hefted the babe with a single hand.

      The force of the moment slammed into Dahut like a giant’s fist, stole her breath, stole her wits. She flung herself at the Other. But drunken, she tripped, tumbled to the floor. Her head smacked the tiles, dazed her. This could not happen, could not be borne. Not after all she had gone through, all she had given to save her beloved sister. Not … like …

      Awareness returned like a charging knight, and Dahut pushed herself up, half running, half crawling to the balcony. A stumbling, blurred race, her stomach lurching, threatening to spew out bile Dahut had no time to deal with.

      That eerie wind whipped her as she spilled into the empty balcony. Black Annis and the babe were gone as if the night itself had swallowed them. Gone, again.

      Knife-sharp grief, dread, shame—they slipped into Dahut’s guts, sliced out her insides. All that wine came back up in a torrent, a putrid cataract pouring onto the balcony, silvered by the moonlight. Heedless of the vomit, Dahut dragged herself through the mess, heaved herself up on the balustrade, cast about as if she might spot the vanished Other in the darkness.

      But there was naught out there.

      Dahut wailed, lost her grip on the rail, and plopped down on her arse, scarce noticing the pain of the impact. The totality of her failure slapped her in the face, mocked her pride. “I will find you,” she moaned through her blubbering, drunken sobs. “I will find …”
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      Thus, with great Lugus by his side, did Nudd sail against the Tower of Glass, the Fomorii hold there to break. His sons beside him—they, armed with bitter iron—Nudd made his war and broke the tower wrought from wondrous pearl. The price came beyond his reckoning, though, for Balor One-Eyed struck down the Lord of the Silver Hand, only to fall himself to wretched Lugus. And as the tower crumbled, so too did the power of the Fomorii, forever reduced to dwell only beneath the waves, merrow.

      — Lays of Cantref Gwaelod, Canto VII
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      Men have always had a great many names for our kind, or so my grandmother told me. In the Inner Sea, around Pontus, in waters I have never laid eyes upon, they call us sirens. They fear our songs even as they long to hear such music as would touch their souls. In the eastern ocean, so far that tales of those waters are but legends even to us, they name us in-eo. In the lands nigh to where I was born, they whisper of the fearsome Fomorii of old, who dwell beneath the waves and rise during storms to devour the unwary. But in Cantref Gwaelod, our city beneath the West Sea, we called ourselves merrows.

      Though we would have named the shelf upon which our city rests the shallows—for in the shallows merrows find plentiful fish and kelp—our city lies deeper than any human could dive. Even on the clearest day, the water remains dark and turbulent, and no mortal eye will ever chance upon the amber towers of our home, nor linger on the shifting hues of the Coral Palace. Phytoplankton growing within the coral makes the palace gleam such that at night, when merrows become active, my home shines like a beacon calling back any hunters who ventured into distant water for game.

      Within the palace, my sisters and I each had our own grottos and our father, King Garanhir, permitted us to decorate them as we saw fit. It pleased him little, I know, that I chose to bedeck my chambers with baubles from the world above. I had gathered jewellery and ornamentation wrought by mortal hands and lost to the sea through violent storms. I had shelves of wooden carvings, which I thought the finest things I had ever laid eyes upon, despite their details having been abraded by the sea. I had arms of bronze cast into the deeps as offerings for the favour of my grandfather, Manawydan, though he was gone from here. I even had found some few iron objects, though like any fae, I found the touch of that metal burned, and regardless, such treasures filled the waters with rust particles. These iron treasures I kept within chests, unwilling to let them go, even as I knew them toxic.

      Sometimes, the most precious things are the most harmful to us and we love them all the more for it.

      My father blamed his mother, I know, for my perverse—that was a word he used—fascination with the affairs of Men. Since I was young, I recall hearing his fervid lectures decrying the dangers of Man. Men, he claimed, worked iron and would happily turn their foul craft against merrows given the chance. They hated and feared the fae, perhaps not without cause. Our worlds ought not to mix. Men sailed beside Nudd when he came to shatter our Tower of Glass and make us less than once we were. So, Father claimed, we ought have no more love for Men than we did for our landbound fae kindred, the Tylwyth Teg.

      This he told his daughters, time and again, though it did not stop my sisters from singing to sailors. Our songs can entrance the mind and leave it pliant as wet sand, and so, like so many merrows before them, the others would draw Men to them. Their hapless victims would vault over the sides of their ships, even in the most turbulent of storm-tossed seas, and drown themselves, all to spend a single instant in the arms of a merrow.

      Some of the dead we offered to the Kelpie beneath the great maelstrom of Corryvreckan, for the whirlpool served as the greatest passage between Earth and Faerie, and the Kelpie, the nature spirit who ruled it, was a being ancient and powerful beyond our ken. I do not know what it wished with the dead, or the souls tethered to those bodies, and I think I do not truly wish to know. Some things in the World are best left in the grey places, where we need not dwell on implications that would taste all too bitter.

      Most of the dead, however, my sisters would carry home to Cantref Gwaelod. There, in the town square, my fellow merrows would feast upon Man-flesh, would consume the power therein. Flesh holds anáil, the energy of life, even when life has fled it. Sometimes one of my sisters—Mererid, usually, for she was closest to my age—would bid me join in the gorging myself. I never did.

      The blood frenzy would come on me, too, as it does all merrows, but I found my gut would churn at the thought of tasting Man-flesh, and I would swim far afield, hunting prey of my own. I could kill an octopus or a seal or even a small shark. I liked prey that would fight back, for the struggle served to soothe the abrasions on my nerves that followed when I denied myself. None of my hunts would quite fill the ache in my belly or the need for the anáil my body craved. So I would wander, alone and at war with my instincts, sometimes for days at a time. My father misliked that even more, especially after he learnt I oft visited the sunken ruins of a fallen human city. But then, that was where I had found the best treasures adorning my grotto, and I would not be swayed from my course.

      One night, I was tending to my plot in the palace gardens when the scent of blood came to me, thick and intoxicating. The garden, resplendent with red algae that glow like flame upon the rocks, rings Coral Palace save for a narrow stretch of the approach. My sisters and I each had a plot we would tend. First, we worked under the tutelage of Grandmother Fand; later it became our refuge. The only part of Cantref Gwaelod, outside our grottos, that was ours and ours alone.

      Merrows can smell blood from hundreds of feet away and it triggers something primal in us: the blood frenzy. Sharklike teeth descend in our mouths as the instinct to attack and devour takes hold. Can a merrow fight the blood frenzy? Yes. There is savagery in our natures, for certain, but we are more than mere sharks. Still, it means a war against oneself, and such wars take their toll.

      So, already, ere ever I heard Mererid, I knew what they had brought. “Lí Ban!” she shouted, pitching the Voice so the water would carry it from the town square to the palace. “Lí Ban, a squall capsized a ship out of Inis Fáil, and the deep claimed a dozen lives. Hurry, before the choice bits are gone!”

      Sometimes, I think my sisters never noticed that I fled from such feasts they arranged, whilst other times I assumed they feigned ignorance to avoid confrontation. Either way, I scurried from Cantref Gwaelod, hating myself for my roiling emotions. I could neither stand the thought of eating Men nor push the sickening desire to do so from my mind, and thus every moment spent in the presence of the feast became a torment.

      It was long while before I was far enough away from Cantref Gwaelod to no longer catch the scent of blood, and longer still before I could force my fangs to recede. Though the sea teems with life, there is a quiet beneath the waves unless you draw close to merrow encampments or dolphin pods or other intelligent creatures. Across vast expanses, alone, the experience becomes almost akin to being deprived of a sense. In the city, the water carries an endless procession of sounds and scents to us, and we quickly develop an instinct to block unwanted stimuli from our minds until we no longer notice them. Leastwise, not until they’re gone. Once far enough away from the bustle, though, a sense of solitude tends to creep upon one. It seizes you with the force of a riptide, and you realise that you were both a part of a greater organism and something separate, complete unto yourself. Or so I found myself thinking as I swam the hours-long journey toward my sunken treasure trove.

      I passed a pod of humpback whales, larger than most pods, almost a score of the majestic behemoths. I know they sensed me, for such creatures miss little, but I held back and they did not shy from me. Their song filled the sea, mournful as any threnody of my people, bemoaning the loss of our golden days. We always felt loss. Always the impression, handed down from the elders, that once we had been more than we were now. In those days, it was said, we had ruled the sea and land and passed through either, whilst Men thought us gods. Sometimes, tales blamed the elders who had led us astray. Sometimes, they cast imprecations upon the youth, as though our weak hearts led to the enervation of our race. Mostly, though, they blamed Nudd, and the dwellers of the surface, for having denied us the ability to assume legged form, when the Tower of Glass was broken.

      If our people thought we had once been more, I imagine Men felt much the same about themselves. I came to the ruin. The sunken city was silent monument to the fragile glories of Man. Vast edifices of granite surrounded the complex, crumbling and breached in many locations. It had taken me a great deal of musing to realise the wall must have served defensive purposes on land, where humans could not have just swum over it, as I did now. Perhaps they had built the barrier to ward against the fae—or at least our distant kin, the Tylwyth Teg—or perhaps to protect themselves from other Men. That, I suppose, I would never know.

      “Men,” Grandmother had once said, “tend to think of the Earth as immutable. But the land and sea remain forever in flux when measured against the span of Ages. Shores that once stood high above the water erode, oceans rise or fall, and even the continents are reshaped across eons. Thus, in hubris or self-delusion, do Men raise their cities and imagine they will endure in perpetuity. But life is change, Lí Ban, and naught lasts forever.”

      Those of us who dwelt beneath the sea, we knew change was constant, the World
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