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Prologue  

The Shape Beyond


The thing arrived before her father even saw it. It was a ripple in the air, a hush that ran backward through the molecules of the cellar, as if time itself paused to peer around a corner. 
It was neither in the room nor out of it. A presence that folded space the way a child folds paper, threading shadow into matter, whispering in dimensions whose names had not yet been spoken by human tongues. The cellar air seemed to warp, the walls softening into something mutable, pressing against bone and memory. Maeve, small and quiet, sensed it first: a throb that did not obey time, a pressure moving sideways through the world, the way a Martian wind scours an empty city.
Her father knelt, hands quivering, drawing symbols meant to hold it back. Chalk dust spiraled from his fingers, hanging in the air like the ghosts of moths. The cask sat between them, black wood bound in iron, but it was never the vessel. It was a marker. A focus. A doorway. The thing inside pressed, patient, testing, as if waiting for the right chord to be struck in the music of the universe.
It did not hunger for flesh. It did not hunger for blood. It hungered for alignment, for the trace of choice, for minds capable of decision. It counted strands of will, stretching toward what might bend, cataloging what could not.
Maeve understood instinctively: this was no earthly creature. Its angles were wrong, as if geometry itself had grown old and weary. Shadows fell where no light existed, stubborn as the dark in forgotten attics. The beat pressed not only against her chest but into the bones of the house, vibrating windows and floorboards, shivering the dust in the air, and echoing in the secret places behind her heart. The smell that rose, iron, decay, sweetness like sun-warmed sap, was inside her, a memory of something she had never known.
Her father whispered, fragile as glass:
“It obeys laws it does not recognize. It respects only flaw… and it found one in your bloodline.” His words hung in the air, brittle as frost, as if the room itself shivered to hear them spoken aloud.
Maeve’s small hand touched the cask’s edge. The entity recoiled, tasting a flaw it could not bend. It could not claim her wholly. And yet, it remembered.
It detected a spark capable of carrying what it sought… a conduit, not a vessel. Not for itself, but through her, into what would come next.
Her father’s eyes widened, fear and awe intertwined:
“It will choose. One day. And when it does… it will find the one who stands. One who can feel it. One who can decide. Many will carry its touch. Only one can inherit consciously.”
Walls pulsed with unreal angles. Maeve shivered, human and small, feeling the entity’s memory settle into her blood. It measured intent, not life in years. And it would never forget.
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The Bar


“Be ready,” Maeve said, checking the clock. 
Liam pressed the rag into the battered wood of the counter, back and forth, until the fibers wore thin, as if he could polish away the years. Outside, the city funneled itself into the pub—a tide of voices climbing and falling, laughter twisting with the pungent tang of spilled ale and the damp, oil-and-rain smell of the streets. The lights of passing cars caught in the rain-slicked sidewalks, refracting like fractured glass through the windowpanes, painted the bar with fleeting constellations.
Maeve moved behind the bar, each step careful and deliberate. Strands of her blond hair slipped from the clasp at her neck and brushed her collarbone. As she passed, her shoulder touched his side. Liam noticed the warmth and the gentle movement, and his chest tightened. He felt a strong urge to protect her, even though there was no danger yet. Still, he wanted to keep her safe.
“We’ll have a busy evening,” she said. Her voice was quiet, almost casual, yet threaded with a weight he couldn’t place. “Especially today…”
He followed her gaze, and it fell to the small door beneath the shelves. Its surface was lined with iron straps, dark with the memory of rain and years, hammered flat but weathered, their edges rusting like the rails of an abandoned train. The wood bowed inward, subtle but undeniable, as if what was inside pressed back, longing for the world outside. A hairline crack split one plank from top to bottom, thin and dark, a shadow alive with secrets. It swallowed light, not reflecting but devouring, a void that hinted of dark space voids or the spaces between stars.
“That’s tradition,” Liam said, almost without thinking. The word 'tradition' had been given to him on his first day, like an apron or a key. It was meant to explain things that couldn’t really be explained.
“Yes,” Maeve replied, flat, controlled. Her voice carried the weight of restraint, the careful steadiness of someone holding a secret too large for speech. She rested a thumb against the yellowed sign nailed above the counter:
FIRST POUR AT MIDNIGHT. NO EXCEPTIONS.
The cask shifted beneath the bar. It exhaled—not air, not a sound—but a sigh the way a house might sigh when winter first tugs at its bones. Something subtle pressed up through the floorboards, through the soles of their shoes, curling cold and persistent. The chill crept along the seams of the bar, seams that remembered decades, carrying a scent that unnerved Liam: sweet at first, like dandelion wine left in sunlight, then sharp and metallic, a tang of rusty tools forgotten in the grass.
He froze, rag still in hand. His pulse kicked against his ribs, and he became suddenly aware of the minute pressure of the bar beneath his palms, the faint tremor running through the grain. Something waited below. Something patient.
Maeve’s thumb brushed lightly over the word MIDNIGHT, tracing the edges of the letters over and over, memorizing the texture, wearing it down by friction alone. Her eyes were fixed straight ahead, seeing something that hovered just beyond reality’s curtain, where the ordinary world thinned and the fantastic pressed close. Her jaw tensed briefly, then relaxed—controlled, deliberate, as if she were bracing herself for the turning of a cosmic page. Liam felt the shift in her posture, the slight tilt of her shoulder. She was listening, watching, reading a presence he could not perceive. It was one that droned beneath the surface of things, waiting for its hour.
And then it began: the scratching.
Soft at first. A deliberate drag, like nails across rough paper, a rhythm that teased the edges of hearing and perception. Another, lower, crossing the grain. Measured. Patient. Not frantic, not random. It moved through the wood beneath the bar, traveled into the counter, and into Liam’s hands. The vibrations pricked his skin, small and insistent, carrying a weight he could feel in his chest.
“Did you hear that?” he asked, voice low, almost whispering, though the bar behind them hummed with conversation.
Maeve did not answer. Her thumb rested on the sign. Her shoulder brushed against his chest. It was a light touch, casual, yet grounding. Her eyes remained steady, unwavering, fixed on something beyond the room, beyond the pub, beyond anything he could understand.
The scratching continued, slow, deliberate, patient. It traveled in waves, subtle pressure against the wood, against the floor, along the soles of their shoes, up into his wrists. Each movement was a question, a test. Liam swallowed. The motion felt loud in his throat. Something beneath the bar was awake. Something had chosen tonight to make itself known.
Maeve shifted a little, leaning closer and sharing her warmth, but her eyes stayed steady. She did not flinch or speak. Her presence alone was enough, like an anchor in the rising tension, a sign that whatever waited below recognized her.
And Liam understood, even before she spoke: this was no ordinary night. This was not traditional alone. Something had stirred, and they were both caught in the waiting.
The city outside continued its careless noise—cars honking, footsteps sloshing in puddles, laughter and shouts drifting like leaves over wet streets. And yet, inside the pub, the bar, the very floorboards beneath their feet, all had gone still. It was as if the heart of the place held its breath, watching, waiting, as something alive and impossibly patient took note of them, the way a summer night pauses for a falling star.
Liam clenched his jaw, gripping the frayed rag so hard his knuckles whitened. He felt Maeve’s shoulder press against him, a small comfort, a grounding touch. And then he realized: they were not alone.  Not in the sense anyone else could perceive.
The first pour had not started yet. But whatever waited beneath that small, iron-bound door was already here.
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The First Pour


By eleven, the pub throbbed with bodies. Every inch of space seemed claimed, shoulders brushing, elbows jostling, voices rising and falling over clinking glasses and the low, steady murmur of conversation. Liam moved mechanically behind the bar, sliding pints across the worn oak, wiping up spills that multiplied faster than he could manage. The scent of spilled beer, sweat, and polish mixed into a tang that made the air thick, almost tactile—a living fog of memory and anticipation. It was the kind of night that could have happened a hundred years ago or a hundred years from now, the sort of night that curled up in the rafters, remembering every story ever told beneath its beams. 
“Do you ever feel this place is waiting?” he asked, voice low, almost lost in the noise.
“Yes,” Maeve said, too quickly. “For you.”
Her hand brushed his as she reached past him for a tray. Each touch sent a shiver up his spine, a pulse that didn’t come from the music, the chatter, or the warmth of the crowd. It was something different, patient and deliberate, waiting just beneath the surface.
“Something… beneath the floor. Scratching, pulsing,” he murmured, voice tightening.
Maeve’s eyes flicked toward the small door beneath the shelves. Its iron straps had darkened over decades, warped with age, the boards subtly bowed as though the thing inside pressed back. The hairline crack that ran from top to bottom breathed darkness, swallowing light, swallowing sound, swallowing the edges of reality. It was like a black thread sewing the ordinary to the extraordinary, stitching this moment to every strange midnight the world had ever known.
“Not just the bar,” she said softly. Her voice carried through him, steady, unshakable. “Tonight, it doesn’t wait for rules. It tests. It selects. It has already chosen the vessel. The rest are only conduits, echoes. They will carry the pulse, but they cannot decide.”
Liam swallowed hard, heart thudding against his ribs, awareness flicking toward the floor beneath him. The idea of conduits, passive yet alive, unsettled him, though he could not articulate why. The thought clawed at him, cold and precise.
Maeve knelt beside the door, her fingers brushing the aged wood, her movements careful, ritualistic. She unlocked it with a key that seemed older than her, older than the bar, older than the city outside. The door swung open on rusted hinges, releasing a chill that rolled across the floor like a living thing, carrying a sticky, iron-tinged weight that made Liam’s stomach tighten.
Inside, the cask waited. Its black wood was bound with rusted hoops. It was not just a vessel. It was a focus, a marker, a bridge.
“The conduit comes first,” Maeve whispered, barely audible. “Then the heir can accept… or refuse.”
She pulled the brass tap with deliberate care. The first pour dripped thick and dark, almost syrupy, a liquid that seemed to absorb the room’s light rather than reflect it. The patrons leaned forward, drawn instinctively, their faces slack with anticipation, eyes wide as if watching the launch of a rocket or the opening of a forbidden book. When the liquid touched their lips, gold threaded their pupils. Their skin paled toward a thin, unnatural translucence. Their voices hummed, low and harmonic, in unison—a resonance Liam could feel vibrating in his chest and along his spine, as if the pub itself had become a single instrument, tuned to the frequency of something waiting beyond the stars. Passive, alive, but unable to act of their own will.
Maeve’s hand found his hand, brushing across his palm and wrist. “It wants him,” she whispered, barely audible above the murmuring crowd. “It cannot claim me fully. My blood carries it only as a bridge. Only someone who can feel it, and I mean truly feel it, can inherit.”
Liam’s breath caught. A presence threaded through his chest, a pulse that was neither sound nor air but awareness itself, ancient and precise, measuring the edges of his mind. The whisper curled along his nerves:
Gold or blood. One who chooses… or one who is consumed.
Maeve pressed her palm flat against his chest. Her skin was warm and soft. 
The darkness pulled back, redirecting the pulse and forcing it to seek him, testing him, drawing the path from bridge to heir. Her half-human flaw, her diluted lineage, guided it like a lens, focusing its awareness on him and measuring him.
The patrons stilled, their





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    
      Contents


    

    
      
        
        
          
      		
      
      
        Chapter 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      


    
        
        
      


    
  





