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Chapter One
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The birds begin before the alarm.

They do not sing.

They press.

A low, patient hum beneath the bones of the morning.

Rhiannon opens her eyes into the dim blue of a Cardiff winter dawn and lies perfectly still. The ceiling above her is cracked in one corner. She has meant to report it to the landlord. She has meant to do many things.

The hum deepens.

Not now, she thinks.

She swings her legs out of bed and places her feet flat against the floorboards.

Solid.

Wood.
Mortgage.
Gravity.
She breathes in.

“I am ordinary,” she says aloud, as she does every morning.

The birds shift.

They do not agree.

She dresses carefully. Soft charcoal trousers. Cream blouse. Hair tied back. She has learned that loose hair unsettles people. It moves when there is no wind.

In the bathroom mirror, she studies herself.

She looks thirty-five.

She has looked thirty-five for longer than most nations have existed.

There are no lines around her eyes. No sagging skin. No proof of time. She has Googled “subtle ageing makeup techniques” more than once, but she does not yet dare draw wrinkles onto her own face. It feels like sacrilege. Or perhaps mercy.

The hum rises.

A flicker at the edge of her vision — a black wing folding into shadow.

“You are not needed,” she whispers.

The kettle clicks on.

The world insists on tea.

The office smells of carpet cleaner and stale air conditioning.

She works in Human Resources.

The irony is not lost on her.

Humans.

Resources.

She has seen kingdoms rise and fall for less clinical language.

Mark waves as she enters.

“Morning, Rhi! Big day. Performance reviews.”

She smiles — gentle, controlled.

“Of course.”

He grins. “You’re always so calm about these things.”

She does not answer.

She has stood before crowds who spat at her feet.

She has carried a child under accusation.

She has watched her name dragged through mud older than this building.

Performance reviews do not frighten her.

But the birds are louder here.

Fluorescent lights make them restless.

At 10:17am, she feels it.

A lie.

Small.
Insignificant.
Harmless, perhaps.
But a lie nonetheless.

It flutters from the lips of a junior manager across the conference table.

“I never said that,” he insists.

The room shifts.

The air thickens.

Rhiannon’s spine straightens almost imperceptibly.

The birds move closer.

One lands on the suspended ceiling above her.

No one else sees the ripple in the tiles.

No one else hears the note — long and hollow — that vibrates through marrow rather than ear.

She could unmake him.

Not physically.

But truth, when fully invoked, is devastating.

Instead she folds her hands.

“Perhaps,” she says softly, “we might revisit the email thread.”

Her voice carries something older than professionalism.

The man pales.

He nods.

The birds retreat slightly.

This is the daily battle.

Not war.

Restraint.

At lunch, she eats alone on a bench behind the building.

There is a patch of neglected grass where the pigeons gather.

They know her.

They always know her.

Today, however, they are not alone.

Three black birds wait on the fence.

Not pigeons.

Not crows.

Older.

Their feathers absorb light rather than reflect it.

She does not look directly at them.

“Why here?” she murmurs.

The middle one tilts its head.

When it speaks, it does not use sound.

It uses memory.

You diminish yourself.

“I adapt.”

You shrink.

She unwraps her sandwich. Wholegrain. Sensible. Mortal.

“I choose peace.”

You choose smallness.

A wind stirs though the day is still.

The pigeons scatter.

One of the black birds drops to the ground before her. Its eyes are not avian. They are tidal. Endless.

There is a tear.

She stiffens.

“Where?”

Underneath. As always.

The city trembles — faintly. Not an earthquake. A thinning.

The Otherworld brushing too close.

Rhiannon closes her eyes.

This is the problem with being immortal in an age of concrete.

The veil does not disappear.

It leaks.

She presses her palm flat against the bench.

Cold wood.

Ordinary wood.

“I cannot keep leaving,” she says.

You are not meant to stay.

The words strike something tender in her chest.

She thinks of Sophie from payroll, who invited her for drinks last Friday.

She thinks of the way Sophie laughed too loudly at her own jokes, and how Rhiannon did not understand the timing but wanted to.

She thinks of how careful she has been not to mention burial mounds or sovereignty or the way the sky used to open like a wound.

“I want a friend,” she whispers.

The birds fall silent.

It is the most dangerous thing she has said all day.

At 3:42pm, the tear opens fully.

Not in the office.

Not in the sky.

In the photocopy room.

Of all places.

She is alone, feeding paper into the tray, when the light shifts from white to silver.

The hum becomes song.

The machine freezes mid-cycle.

The wall behind it softens.

Stone pushes through plaster.

Moss threads between filing cabinets.

A doorway forms — arched, earthen, breathing.

The birds gather along the lintel.

It calls.

She stands very still.

This is the choice.

Every day.

To step through.

To remember her full height.

Or to stay.

Mark’s laugh echoes faintly from down the corridor.

A phone rings.

A printer whirs.

She thinks of Sophie’s invitation.

She thinks of how tired she is of being the only one who does not age.

She thinks of love — reckless, modern, fragile love — and how impossible it is when you cannot promise to grow old beside someone.

The doorway pulses.

The birds sing.

And for a moment — just a moment — her outline blurs.

White mare.
Queen.
Sovereign.
Then she exhales.

“No,” she says.

The doorway shudders.

The moss retracts.

The plaster seals.

The photocopier spits out a single sheet of paper.

On it is not the document she intended to print.

It is a line of ancient script.

A reminder.

She folds it carefully and slips it into her pocket.

At 5pm, she logs off.

At 5:07pm, Sophie asks again.

“Drinks?”

Rhiannon hesitates.

The birds are quiet.

Watching.

She smiles.

“Yes.”

And somewhere beneath the city, the tear widens.
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Chapter Two
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The birds did not arrive all at once.

They never had.

They had come to her in different centuries, under different skies, when the shape of the world had shifted and something in her had shifted with it.

The first had come when she realised she would not age.

Not in the obvious way.

There had been a winter — long ago, though winter always feels recent to her — when she stood beside a river swollen with snowmelt and watched her own reflection tremble in the current. The woman in the water had been young. Unmarked. Untouched by erosion. Yet she herself could remember empires cracking like ice, languages dissolving into dust, the bones of kings whitening in fields where now children played football.

And the understanding had not arrived as panic.

It had arrived as silence.

That was when the first bird landed.

It had not flapped dramatically or announced itself with mythic thunder. It had simply stepped from the fog as though it had always been there, its feathers so dark they appeared almost blue at the edges, its eyes steady and unblinking.

I remember, it had said.

Not in words, not exactly. In weight.

In the way her spine straightened as though something ancient had placed a hand between her shoulders.

She had named it Aderyn Duaf — The Darkest Bird — though names were largely for her own comfort. It did not need one.

Aderyn Duaf was memory.

Not nostalgia.

Not sentiment.

Memory in its purest and most merciless form.

It carried the full archive of her existence, every humiliation, every vow, every betrayal she had endured without flinching. When she tried to soften herself for the modern world, when she attempted to trim her cadence or lower her gaze so that others might feel taller beside her, it was Aderyn Duaf who shifted its wings and pressed the truth back into her bones.

You are not small.

You have never been small.

You are choosing smallness.

The second bird had come much later, in a city that no longer exists in the shape she once knew it. It arrived on the day she fell in love with a mortal man who promised forever as though forever were something that could be held between two hands.

She had almost believed him.

Almost.

When he aged — gently at first, then all at once — when his laughter thinned and his skin grew fragile and she remained untouched by time, she had understood that immortality was not a gift but an imbalance.

She had sat beside his hospital bed long after machines had fallen silent, her hand wrapped around fingers that had once felt impossibly strong, and for the first time she had wished to fracture.

That was when the second bird descended to the windowsill.

Its feathers were not entirely black. There were streaks of silver threaded through them, as though moonlight had taken permanent residence along its wings.

It did not look at her.

It looked at him.

This is the cost, it conveyed.

She named it Llwyd Nos — Grey Night.

Llwyd Nos was grief.

Not the dramatic kind.

The enduring kind.

The slow erosion of loving beings who must leave while you remain.

Llwyd Nos did not comfort her. It did not tell her she would love again. It simply stayed, a steady weight in the air, teaching her how to carry absence without collapsing into it.

The third bird did not arrive in sorrow.

It arrived in fury.

There had been an accusation — modern, bureaucratic, ugly in its subtlety. She had been blamed for something she had not done, her integrity questioned in a room that smelled of stale coffee and false politeness. The humiliation had not matched the scale of her ancient suffering, but humiliation does not measure itself by magnitude. It measures itself by repetition.

History had echoed.

And she had felt something inside her rise — not wild, not uncontrolled, but sovereign.

The third bird tore through the ceiling that day.

Plaster fell like snow.

Feathers cut the air.

Its eyes were not soft like the others. They were sharp, molten, alert.

Enough, it said.

She named this one Tan adain — Wing of Fire.

Tan adain was truth without apology.

It did not encourage restraint.

It did not value peace above justice.

It reminded her that she had once commanded courts of kings, that she had once spoken and entire halls had fallen silent, not because they feared her, but because they recognised authority when it entered a room.

Now, in the present day, the three of them rarely perched together.

They occupied different spaces in her life.

Aderyn Duaf lingered in reflections, in late-night insomnia, in the quiet hum beneath her ordinary routines.

Llwyd Nos appeared when she passed elderly couples holding hands, when she watched colleagues celebrate anniversaries she knew she could never replicate.

Tan adain surfaced in meetings, in moments when she sensed deception or cowardice curling at the edges of conversation.

They were not servants.

They were not pets.

They were aspects of her that refused to dissolve.

And they did not approve of her attempts at normality.

On the evening she agreed to drinks with Sophie, the three of them gathered along the roofline of her building as she stepped out into the fading light.

The sky was bruised violet, the kind of colour that once would have signalled ritual.

Now it signalled traffic.

She could feel them watching.

“You will not interfere,” she murmured, walking toward the pub with deliberate, mortal steps.

Aderyn Duaf shifted.

You pretend you are not watched anyway.

Llwyd Nos said nothing, but its silence felt heavy, as though it already knew how this story might end.

Tan adain flicked its wings once, impatient.

If she betrays you—

“She hasn’t,” Rhiannon said softly.

They always do, Tan adain replied.

Not maliciously.

Simply historically.

Rhiannon paused at the crossing, waiting for the light to change, cars streaming past in impatient succession, each filled with lives that would flare and extinguish within a single human span.

She wanted — fiercely, almost childishly — to belong to that rhythm.

To complain about work and weather and minor inconveniences.

To age.

To wrinkle.

To be left alone by destiny.

But as she stood there, suspended between pavement and road, she felt the veil stir beneath the city once more — not opening, not tearing, just breathing — and she understood something with a clarity that both steadied and unsettled her.

The birds were not pulling her toward the Otherworld.

They were preventing her from abandoning herself entirely.

Without Aderyn Duaf, she would forget the scale of her own existence.

Without Llwyd Nos, she would harden against love entirely.

Without Tan adain, she would allow herself to be diminished into politeness.

They were not her escape.

They were her balance.

The crossing light turned green.

She stepped forward.

Behind her, above her, within her, the three who remember unfolded their wings — not to carry her away, not tonight — but to walk beside her in a world that insisted on fluorescent light and closing time.

And for the first time since she had chosen to remain in this century, she did not feel divided.

She felt accompanied.
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Chapter Three
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Memory does not arrive loudly.

It does not crash or announce itself with spectacle.

It seeps.

It gathers in the quiet corners of rooms and waits for a moment of stillness before unfolding.

On the night Rhiannon agrees to drinks, Aderyn Duaf perches on the narrow stone ledge above the pub window and watches the modern world move beneath it in restless flickers of light and laughter.

Inside, Sophie is already flushed from her first glass of wine, her cheeks warm, her gestures loose and unguarded in a way Rhiannon finds both charming and bewildering.

“You’re always so... composed,” Sophie says, tilting her head as if studying something rare. “Do you ever just lose it? Properly lose it?”

Rhiannon smiles.

“I have,” she says softly.

She does not elaborate.

Aderyn Duaf sees the way she shortens herself in that answer. It feels the contraction in her chest when she edits centuries into a single, manageable phrase.

You compress your vastness into anecdotes, it murmurs — not into her ears, but into the marrow of her spine.

Across the table, Sophie shivers slightly.

“Did you feel that?” she asks suddenly, glancing toward the window.

“Feel what?”

“Like... I don’t know. Like someone just walked over my grave.”

Rhiannon follows her gaze.

For a fraction of a second, Sophie’s eyes lock with the dark silhouette outside. She cannot see the bird — not fully — but she perceives density where there should be air.

Aderyn Duaf tilts its head.

Mortals always sense memory first.

It is the easiest frequency to brush against.

Inside the pub, conversation continues — laughter swelling and collapsing, glasses clinking, music pulsing low through wooden floors — but Rhiannon’s attention has sharpened.

Sophie leans forward.

“Sometimes when you talk,” she says hesitantly, “it feels like you’ve lived... more. Like you’re remembering something the rest of us forgot.”

Rhiannon stills.

This is the danger.

Not discovery — she could survive discovery.

Recognition is more dangerous.

“I read a lot,” she replies lightly.

Aderyn Duaf shifts its wings.

You lie to protect them.

You lie to protect yourself.

Outside, the streetlight flickers, as though struggling to sustain its artificial glow against something older pressing gently against it.

Memory gathers.

Not in threat.

In presence.

And Sophie, though she does not yet understand what she senses, feels that she is sitting across from a woman who contains winters no calendar could record.

She laughs to shake it off.

“God, that sounded dramatic. Ignore me.”

But she does not ignore it.

And neither does the bird.
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Chapter Four
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Grief moves more quietly than memory.

It does not perch in visible places.

It settles behind the eyes.

It threads itself through breath.

A few weeks after that evening, Sophie invites Rhiannon to meet her mother.

It is a small thing. Casual. Unloaded with significance.

“We’ll just pop in,” Sophie says, shrugging on her coat. “She’ll love you.”

Rhiannon nods.

She has been loved by mothers before.

She has watched those mothers age.

She has attended funerals where the air itself felt tired.

As they approach the modest terraced house, Llwyd Nos appears — not overhead, not dramatic — but resting silently on the garden fence, its silver-threaded feathers barely distinguishable in the twilight.

Rhiannon slows.

“You’re cold,” Sophie says, mistaking the shift.

“I’m not,” Rhiannon replies.

But she is remembering.

Inside the house, warmth radiates from overused radiators and simmering soup. Sophie’s mother smiles with open, unguarded kindness — the kind that trusts time will continue as expected.

She asks gentle questions.

She touches Rhiannon’s hand when laughing.

She says, “You must come again.”

And Rhiannon feels it.

The inevitable arc.

The fragile timeline already ticking.

Llwyd Nos does not speak.

It never interrupts joy.

It simply allows her to feel the full weight of what loving this world requires.

Sophie notices something again.

Not the bird.

But the way Rhiannon watches her mother.

Not politely.

Not socially.

But as though memorising.

“You’re doing it again,” Sophie says later, walking home.

“Doing what?”

“Looking at things like they’re about to disappear.”

Rhiannon considers denying it.

Instead, she says quietly, “Everything does.”

Sophie laughs, uneasy.

“God, you’re intense.”

But she slips her hand into Rhiannon’s as they cross the street.

And for one suspended heartbeat, Rhiannon allows herself to hold on.

Above them, Llwyd Nos spreads its wings — not in warning, but in witness.
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Chapter Five
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Truth does not hover.

It strikes.

The incident begins with something minor — a comment in a meeting, a dismissal wrapped in corporate politeness.

“You’re overcomplicating it,” a senior manager says, waving a hand in the air as though brushing aside a fly. “Let’s keep this realistic.”

Realistic.

The word echoes.

Tan adain is already there.

It does not wait for invitation.

It manifests in the shimmer of heat behind Rhiannon’s ribs, in the sharpening of her gaze, in the sudden stillness that spreads through the room without anyone consciously understanding why.

Across the table, Sophie feels it too.

The air thickens.

Her pen stops mid-note.

Rhiannon does not raise her voice.

She does not posture.

But when she speaks, something ancient aligns behind her spine.

“What you call realistic,” she says evenly, “is often just fear in professional language.”

Silence falls.

Not awkward.

Reverent.

The manager blinks.

Sophie’s breath catches.

For the briefest second, she sees it — not feathers, not fire — but a distortion in the light around Rhiannon, as though the woman she knows is only one layer of something far larger.

Tan adain unfurls.

Not visibly.

But powerfully.

And the room adjusts around it.

Afterward, in the hallway, Sophie grabs her arm.

“What was that?” she whispers.

“What was what?”

“That thing you do. It’s like... it’s like you’re not just you in those moments.”

Rhiannon meets her eyes.

And this time she does not shrink.

“Perhaps I’m not,” she says.

Sophie studies her, half amused, half unsettled.

“You’re joking.”

Rhiannon smiles.

But she does not answer.

Above the building, Tan adain circles once — not triumphant, not reckless — simply satisfied that she did not apologise for existing.
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The dream does not begin with birds.

It begins with sound.

Sophie stands alone in a field she does not recognise, though in the dream she knows it intimately, the way one knows childhood without remembering the house. The sky is enormous and bruised violet, the air tasting faintly of rain and iron, and there is a song somewhere just beyond her hearing — not music exactly, but a tone that pulls at something beneath her ribs.

She turns slowly.

Grass bends around her ankles as though something unseen has just moved through it.

Then she hears wings.

Not flapping.

Breathing.

Three shadows pass across the ground before she sees them. Vast, black, impossibly slow in their movement. They do not hunt. They circle.

Watching.

Waiting.

She is not afraid.

That is the strange part.

She feels chosen.

And somewhere in the distance — though she cannot see from where — a woman stands on a rise of earth, her outline blurred by light, hair lifting though the air is still.

Sophie cannot see her face.

But she feels known.

She wakes with her heart racing.

And the faintest echo of song still vibrating in her ears.

The next morning at work, she cannot shake the sensation.

She keeps glancing toward the windows.

Toward the ceiling.

Toward Rhiannon.

Rhiannon, who is stirring her tea with slow, precise movements, as though nothing in the world has shifted.

“Did you ever have dreams that feel like... not dreams?” Sophie asks casually.

Rhiannon’s hand pauses for the briefest fraction of a second.

“No,” she replies gently. “Dreams are usually only dreams.”

Across the office, a fluorescent light flickers.

Sophie frowns.

She could swear she hears something — faint, distant, like wind threading through hollow bone.

The dreams return.

Not every night.

Just enough.

Sometimes the birds are closer.

Sometimes they sing.

The sound is not beautiful in a traditional sense — it is layered, resonant, almost too full for human ears. It vibrates through her chest and settles somewhere deep and aching.

One night she dreams she is standing at the edge of a doorway carved from earth and stone. Moss climbs its arch. The air beyond it is silver and moving.

She does not step through.

She wakes before she can.

And this time, there is a name in her mind.

Not spoken.

Remembered.

Rhiannon.

She sits upright in bed.

Where did that come from?

She has never thought about the name like that before. It is just Rhi from work. Calm. Intense. Slightly mysterious but harmless.

Yet the name hums now.

Rhiannon.

A week later, the song finds her.

Not in a dream.

In a café.

She is half-listening to the radio when the opening piano notes drift through the air — soft, hypnotic, circular.

The voice follows.

“Rhiannon rings like a bell through the night...”

Sophie freezes.

The coffee cup trembles in her hand.

She doesn’t know why her throat tightens, why her skin prickles as though brushed by static.

The lyrics unfold — witchy woman, taken by the wind — and though she has heard the song before in passing, it lands differently now. Like a coded message. Like a story she almost recognises.

She laughs at herself.

Coincidence.

Just a song by Fleetwood Mac.

Nothing more.

But that night the birds are louder.

And when she arrives at work the next morning, she finds Rhiannon standing by the window, staring at something only she seems able to see.

“You’ll never guess what song I heard yesterday,” Sophie says lightly.

Rhiannon turns.

There is a softness in her expression that flickers — just briefly — into something like warning.

“Which one?” she asks.

“Rhiannon. You know. The old one. About the witch.”

A silence stretches between them.

Not awkward.

Weighted.

The air shifts.

Behind Rhiannon’s reflection in the glass, three darker shapes ripple — barely perceptible, like ink diffusing in water.

Sophie blinks.

They are gone.

Rhiannon smiles.

“It’s just a song,” she says.

And Sophie tells herself she believes that.
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Chapter Seven
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He does not arrive dramatically.

He does not crash into her life with prophecy or coincidence.

He arrives with paperwork.

His name is Emyr Llewelyn.

He joins the organisation as a consultant — brought in to review structural inefficiencies, to streamline processes, to bring “clarity” to systems that have grown tangled over time.

He is quiet in meetings.

He listens more than he speaks.

And when he does speak, he does not fill silence out of discomfort.

He waits for it to finish.

That is the first thing that unsettles her.

The birds notice him before she does.

Aderyn Duaf shifts on its unseen perch the moment he enters the building.

He hears absence, it observes.

Llwyd Nos tilts its silver-threaded head.

He carries loss.

Tan adain does not speak.

It watches.

Rhiannon first truly looks at him during a meeting where everyone else is posturing.

Voices overlap.

Arguments disguised as strategy ripple across the table.

Emyr sits still, fingers loosely folded, gaze steady but not confrontational.

He glances at her once.

And holds the look.

Not in challenge.

Not in flirtation.

In recognition.

It is subtle.

But it lands.

For a fraction of a second, she feels measured.

Not reduced.

Measured.

As though he is listening not only to her words but to the silence between them.

Most people miss that silence.

He does not.

Sophie notices him too.

Not in the same way.

She notices the way he looks at Rhiannon.

She notices the way Rhiannon becomes slightly more contained when he enters a room.

“You two have a vibe,” Sophie says one afternoon, half teasing.

“We do not,” Rhiannon replies, too quickly.

Sophie raises an eyebrow.

“Okay.”

But that night, Sophie dreams again.

The birds are restless.

And there is someone else in the field now — a figure standing not beside Rhiannon, but nearer the doorway.

Watching it.

Not afraid.

The first real complication comes unexpectedly.

It is raining.

Hard enough that the city feels blurred at the edges.

The office empties early.

Power flickers.

Rhiannon remains at her desk long after most have left, feeling the familiar thinning beneath the building — that quiet pressure of the Otherworld breathing too close.

She does not realise Emyr is still there.

Until he speaks.

“You feel it too, don’t you?”

The words are gentle.

Careful.

She turns slowly.

“Feel what?”

He does not smile.

“The way the air changes sometimes. Like the world isn’t quite finished stitching itself together.”

The birds still.

Completely still.

She says nothing.

He steps closer to the window.

Rain slides down the glass in silver veins.

“When I was a child,” he continues quietly, “I used to hear singing in places where there shouldn’t have been sound. My grandmother said some people are born too close to the seam.”

The seam.

Not the veil.

Not the Otherworld.

But close enough.

Rhiannon feels Tan adain stir.

Aderyn Duaf watches with deep, assessing patience.

Llwyd Nos withdraws slightly — sensing future grief before it forms.

“You’re imagining things,” she says softly.

He turns to look at her.

“I don’t think I am.”

There is no accusation in his voice.

No demand.

Only curiosity.

Which is infinitely more dangerous.

Later, Sophie sees them together in the corridor.

Not touching.

Not even standing close.

But the space between them feels charged.

Sophie’s stomach tightens.

Not jealousy.

Something stranger.

Like watching two magnets edge toward alignment.

That night her dream changes.

The birds are louder.

The doorway wider.

And Emyr stands nearer to it than before.

He cannot see the birds.

Not fully.

But he hears the note beneath their wings.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Eight


[image: ]


The difficulty of immortality is not power.

It is proportion.

Rhiannon has learned this slowly, across centuries of shrinking herself to fit rooms designed for smaller beings.

It is not that she wishes to dominate.

It is that she must constantly calibrate her presence.

Too still, and people grow uneasy.

Too perceptive, and they feel exposed.

Too calm in crisis, and they whisper that she lacks empathy.

Too articulate, and she is “intense.”

The modern world does not recognise sovereignty unless it is loud and male.

Quiet authority unsettles it.

And so she edits.

She lowers her gaze half a degree.

She laughs a second later than instinct tells her to.

She pretends not to understand when she understands entirely.

It is exhausting in a way battle never was.

Emyr notices.

Not overtly.

Not confrontationally.

He notices in the pauses.

In the way she speaks differently in meetings than she does in the corridor.

In the way her shoulders subtly curve inward when senior management enter the room — not in submission, but in containment.

One afternoon, during a strategic planning session that has devolved into defensive ego disguised as productivity, Rhiannon feels the seam strain beneath the building again.

It is faint.

But persistent.

Aderyn Duaf shifts in the rafters of her awareness.

You compress too tightly.

Tan adain burns low and steady, irritated by the smallness of the conversation.

Llwyd Nos remains distant, watchful.

The senior director dismisses her recommendation with a polite smile.

“I think we’re overcomplicating it,” he says. “Let’s not make this bigger than it needs to be.”

Bigger.

The word strikes something deep and ancient.

Everything she has ever endured was made smaller than it was.

Her public humiliation.

Her false accusation.

Her sovereignty reduced to spectacle.

She feels it now — the pressure of centuries folding inward.

Emyr’s gaze flicks toward her.

He feels the shift.

The air thickens almost imperceptibly.

A faint hum threads through the fluorescent lighting.

He does not look afraid.

He looks attentive.

And that is the danger.

Because attention invites honesty.

And honesty invites exposure.

She inhales.

Counts.

Softens her voice deliberately.

“Of course,” she says evenly. “We can simplify.”

Tan adain recoils.

Aderyn Duaf goes still.

The director nods, satisfied.

The meeting moves on.

But something inside her has tightened too far.

Later, in the quiet of the break room, she stands alone, palms braced against the counter, breathing carefully as though containing weather.

She does not hear Emyr enter.

“You don’t believe that,” he says quietly.

She does not turn.

“Believe what?”

“That it should be smaller.”

There is no accusation in his tone.

Only observation.

She closes her eyes briefly.

“You misread me.”

He steps closer, not invading, not pressing — simply present.

“No,” he says. “You make yourself smaller so other people don’t have to expand.”

The words land with unsettling precision.

For a moment she forgets to contain herself.

The seam trembles.

The refrigerator hum deepens into something almost melodic.

A shadow ripples briefly along the ceiling.

Emyr’s breath catches — not in fear, but recognition.

“There,” he whispers.

Her eyes snap to his.

“There what?”

He hesitates.

The sixth sense flickers behind his composure.

“When you stop pretending.”

Silence expands between them.

Not uncomfortable.

Dangerous.

Because she feels it — that reckless, impossible hope — the thought that perhaps this time she might not have to divide herself.

Perhaps this man, born too close to the seam, could stand in truth without being consumed by it.

“You wouldn’t understand,” she says, softer now.

He meets her gaze steadily.

“Try me.”

The birds erupt in quiet agitation.

Aderyn Duaf: Memory will swallow him.

Llwyd Nos: You will outlive him.

Tan adain: Do not offer what he cannot carry.

But hope is not logical.

Hope is the most defiant instinct of all.

For one suspended second, she imagines telling him.

Not theatrically.

Not dramatically.

Just plainly.

I have walked between worlds.
I do not age.
The birds you almost hear are real.
She imagines his face — not disbelief, but awe.

And then she imagines the aftermath.

The strain.

The erosion.

The way knowledge would isolate him from his own kind.

The way loving her would eventually cost him his equilibrium.

She exhales slowly.

“I am exactly what I appear to be,” she says carefully.

It is the most painful lie she has spoken in decades.

He studies her for a long moment.

He does not call her out.

He does not argue.

He simply nods once.

“If that were true,” he says quietly, “the air wouldn’t change when you’re angry.”

Then he leaves.

And she stands alone with the echo of possibility.

That evening, the seam opens slightly beneath the building.

Not a doorway.

Not a rupture.

A sigh.

The birds gather close.

You almost chose revelation, Aderyn Duaf observes.

“I almost chose trust,” she replies.

Llwyd Nos folds its silver-threaded wings more tightly.

Trust becomes attachment.

Attachment becomes grief.

Tan adain watches her steadily.

If he cannot hold your full weight, do not bend yourself into fractions.

She sinks into her chair, exhaustion pressing at the edges of her composure.

The true difficulty of living in the modern world is not hiding magic.

It is pretending limitation.

It is answering emails while knowing the architecture of reality.

It is loving cautiously when your heart was built for eternity.

And for the first time in many years, she feels something unfamiliar.

Not power.

Not grief.

Not restraint.

Longing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Nine


[image: ]


The seam does not tear cleanly.

It frays.

It softens in unnoticed corners — stairwells no one uses, storage rooms where old files gather dust, places where intention has thinned and attention no longer anchors the world firmly in place.

It is in one of these places that it happens.

The archive room sits at the far end of the third-floor corridor, past the last lit office, beyond the hum of printers and the artificial reassurance of constant movement. It is rarely used now; most records have been digitised, the old paper relics left in grey cabinets like bones of a system no longer worshipped.

Rhiannon feels the thinning before she knows why.

A subtle shift in pressure.

The faintest tremor in the fluorescent lighting.

Aderyn Duaf lifts its head within her awareness.

It opens.

She rises from her desk without explanation.

Across the room, Emyr looks up.

He sees nothing yet.

But he feels the absence — that hollowing in the air, like the moment before thunder when birds fall silent and dogs lift their heads.

He follows her.

Not because he understands.

Because something in him recognises proximity.

The corridor is too quiet.

The hum of the building has receded, leaving only the echo of their footsteps and the low, almost inaudible resonance beneath the floor.

Rhiannon stops outside the archive room door.

The handle trembles slightly under her hand.

“Don’t,” she says softly.

But she does not know whether she is speaking to him or to the seam.

Emyr steps closer.

“What is it?”

She turns toward him.

For a moment — just a moment — she considers lying again.

But the air shifts too violently.

The door creaks open on its own.

Inside, the temperature drops.

The cabinets are no longer quite aligned with the walls.

The fluorescent light flickers silver.

And at the far end of the room, where there should be nothing but blank concrete, there is depth.

Not a visible doorway.

Not yet.

But perspective bends.

Space folds inward like breath drawn too sharply.

Emyr inhales.

He sees it.

Not clearly.

But enough.

The seam.

The not-quite-rightness of it.

“It’s here,” he whispers.

The words are not triumphant.

They are reverent.

Tan adain flares instantly.

Aderyn Duaf spreads vast, unseen wings.

Llwyd Nos lowers its head in heavy warning.

Rhiannon steps in front of him instinctively.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

He does not move back.

His gaze is fixed on the distortion at the edge of reality, where shadow deepens into something almost liquid.

“I’ve felt this my whole life,” he says quietly. “Like there was something just out of sight. I thought I was imagining it.”

The seam pulses.

Not violently.

Invitingly.

It responds to attention.

And he is giving it his full focus.

That is when it happens.

The air pulls.

Subtle but undeniable.

Not dragging.

Drawing.

His balance shifts forward a fraction of an inch — the smallest lean, the kind no one would notice in ordinary space.

But this is not ordinary space.

Perspective fractures.

The cabinets elongate impossibly.

The far wall recedes into dark earth and silver mist.

Birdsong floods the room.

Not from outside.

From within the seam itself.

Emyr gasps.

Not in fear.

In recognition.

And he takes one step closer.

Rhiannon moves faster than thought.

Her hand closes around his wrist with impossible precision.

For a split second, she forgets to temper her strength.

He feels it.

The not-human steadiness.

The unyielding force.

The way her grip does not tremble.

The seam widens.

Moss creeps between filing cabinets.

Cold air pours through the room like breath from an ancient lung.

The birds are no longer subtle.

They are vast.

Layered.

Echoing.

Emyr’s eyes widen — not in terror, but in awe that borders on surrender.

He sees enough now to shatter disbelief.

Enough to lose footing entirely.

“Rhiannon,” he says — not as a question.

As invocation.

She pulls him back sharply.

Hard enough that the seam recoils.

The distortion collapses inward like fabric snapping taut.

The cabinets slam back into place.

The fluorescent light steadies.

The room is ordinary again.

Paper.

Dust.

Concrete.

Silence.

Except for their breathing.

He stares at her hand still wrapped around his wrist.

“You’re shaking,” he says.

She is not.

Not physically.

But something inside her is.

“You almost stepped through,” she says quietly.

“Through what?”

She searches his face.

He saw it.

She knows he saw it.

But the human mind is merciful.

It edits the impossible.

He hesitates.

“I don’t know,” he admits. “It felt... familiar.”

The word devastates her more than terror would have.

Familiar.

As though he belonged there.

As though he could survive it.

But she knows better.

The Otherworld does not cradle mortals gently.

It unmakes what is unprepared.

She releases his wrist slowly.

“You need to stay away from this room,” she says evenly.

He studies her.

“You knew it would happen.”

It is not accusation.

It is realisation.

She says nothing.

The silence between them is now charged with knowledge neither can articulate safely.

Finally, he steps back.

“But you didn’t look afraid,” he says softly. “You looked... responsible.”

The word lands heavily.

Responsible.

For the seam.

For the balance.

For him.

She turns away first.

“Go home,” she says.

He does not argue.

But as he leaves, he looks once more at the far wall.

And for the briefest flicker, he hears it again.

The birds.

Not fully.

But enough.

When she is alone, the room exhales.

The birds descend around her — not visibly, but in presence.

You nearly let him cross, Aderyn Duaf says.

“I nearly failed to stop him,” she replies.

Llwyd Nos lowers its silver-threaded head.

If he had stepped through, you would have followed.

She does not answer.

Because that is true.

Tan adain burns steady and bright.

He feels the seam. But feeling is not endurance.

She closes her eyes.

Hope has shifted now.

It is no longer soft and luminous.

It is sharp.

Because he has seen enough to question reality.

Enough to seek.

Enough to come too close again.

And the next time?

The seam may not wait for her to intervene.
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After the archive room, something shifts between them.

Not distance.

Not urgency.

But awareness.

They do not speak of it directly.

They return to work the next day as though nothing extraordinary has occurred — emails answered, meetings attended, coffee poured with habitual precision — but the space between them feels altered, like air after lightning, charged though no one mentions the storm.

He does not press her.

That is the first mercy.

Many would have demanded explanation, demanded narrative, demanded reassurance that they were not losing their grip on reality.

Emyr does not.

He watches.

He listens.

And when their eyes meet across a conference table, there is a quiet acknowledgement — we both felt it.

That is enough.

It begins with small things.

He starts walking out of the building at the same time she does.

Not intentionally at first.

But repeatedly.

They find themselves side by side on the pavement, the evening light thinning gold across the city.

“You always seem like you’re holding something back,” he says one evening, not accusing, simply curious.

“I think everyone does,” she replies.

“Yes,” he agrees. “But not like you.”

She almost laughs.

If he only knew.

But the laughter softens into something else — warmth, perhaps, or the faintest edge of longing.

He speaks differently than other men she has known.

There is no performance in him.

No conquest.

No desire to possess.

He asks questions and genuinely waits for answers.

He tolerates silence without discomfort.

He does not fill her pauses.

And that, more than anything, is what undoes her.

Because silence is where she lives.

The birds observe.

Aderyn Duaf remains cautious.

Memory does not trust beginnings.

Llwyd Nos watches with unbearable tenderness.

It knows how this ends.

Tan adain is alert, but not hostile.

If you love, love fully, it says. Do not make yourself smaller to preserve him.

She does not intend to.

And yet she already is.

One evening he invites her for dinner.

Nothing elaborate.

A quiet restaurant with dim lighting and no music loud enough to fracture thought.

She considers declining.

She knows the pattern.

Interest.
Closeness.
Discovery.
Distance.
Grief.
But something in her is tired of pre-emptive endings.

“Yes,” she says.

The word feels reckless.

During dinner, he tells her about his childhood — about standing in fields at dusk and feeling watched, not in fear but in companionship. About hearing what he once thought was wind but later realised was something layered beneath it.

“My grandmother used to say some people are born too near the old things,” he says quietly. “Not enough to belong there. Just enough to feel them.”

Her pulse slows.

“Do you still feel them?” she asks.

He looks at her.

“More around you.”

The honesty of it nearly fractures her composure.

He says it without suspicion.

Without agenda.

As though stating something obvious.

Around you.

Not because of you.

He does not yet understand proximity.

She studies his face in the low amber light.

He will age, Llwyd Nos murmurs.

He will leave you.

You will remain.

She reaches across the table without quite deciding to.

Her fingers brush his.

The contact is simple.

Human.

Warm.

And something ancient inside her stirs — not power, not sovereignty, not restraint.

Desire.

Not merely physical.

Existential.

The desire to be known without fragmentation.

He turns his hand slightly, allowing her fingers to settle against his palm.

There is no dramatic swell.

No cinematic crescendo.

Just two beings sitting across from each other, aware of something delicate forming.

“You scare me,” he says quietly.

She stiffens.

“Why?”

“Because when I’m near you,” he continues, “I feel like the world is larger than I thought it was. And I don’t know whether that’s a gift or a warning.”

She holds his gaze.

“It depends how much you’re willing to see,” she says.

The words hover between them.

Not confession.

Not denial.

Invitation.

He leans forward slightly.

“Are you asking me to look closer?”

The seam trembles faintly beneath the city.

The birds lean in.

This is the edge.

If she invites him further, he will follow.

If he follows too far, he may not find his way back unchanged.

She inhales.

And chooses restraint again.

“I’m asking you,” she says softly, “to be careful what you think you want.”

He studies her for a long moment.

Then, unexpectedly, he smiles.

“Too late.”

And something inside her — something that has been braced for centuries — loosens.

They walk home together.

Not touching at first.

The night air is cool, the sky clouded but luminous.

Halfway down the street, he stops.

“Can I?” he asks.

It is not dramatic.

Not presumptuous.

Just honest.

She nods.

His kiss is not urgent.

It is exploratory.

Tentative.

And when his lips meet hers, she feels the impossible tension of two realities overlapping — mortal warmth and immortal stillness.

For a heartbeat — just one — the seam hums.

Birdsong brushes the edge of perception.

He pulls back slightly, breath uneven.

“Did you hear that?” he whispers.

She almost smiles.

“No,” she says gently.

But he searches the darkness anyway.

And the birds circle overhead, silent for once.

Watching.
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Sophie does not know when it began.

She only knows that something in Rhiannon has softened — not visibly, not enough for anyone else to comment — but in the smallest, almost imperceptible ways.

Her laughter lingers a fraction longer.

Her eyes drift toward the door at precisely 5pm.

She checks her phone.

Rhiannon never checked her phone.

Not absentmindedly. Not compulsively. Not like someone waiting.

But now she does.

And Sophie feels it like a barometric shift.

The air around her friend has altered.

Not darker.

Brighter.

And that brightness unsettles her.

They sit together in the break room one afternoon, steam rising from chipped mugs, the low hum of the vending machine filling the silence.

“You’ve changed,” Sophie says lightly, pretending it is a joke.

Rhiannon looks up.

“In what way?”

“I don’t know. You seem... warmer.”

The word hangs between them.

Rhiannon’s gaze softens — just slightly.

“I wasn’t warm before?”

Sophie smiles.

“You were composed.”

The correction is gentle.

But true.

Rhiannon had always felt like still water — deep, reflective, impossible to disturb.

Now there are ripples.

And Sophie does not know whether she likes that.

That night, Sophie dreams again.

The field is darker now.

The sky low and thick with cloud.

The birds circle — not distant this time, but close enough that she feels the rush of air beneath their wings.

And in the centre of the field stands Rhiannon.

Not the woman from the office.

Something taller.

Still shaped like her, but less contained.

Light threads through her hair.

Her spine is straight in a way that feels ancient.

And beside her stands a man.

Not touching her.

Not holding her.

But near enough that the space between them hums.

The birds shift uneasily.

One — the one with silver threading its feathers — lowers its head.

Another — sharp-eyed and burning — flares outward as though testing him.

The third watches.

Always watching.

Sophie tries to call out.

But no sound leaves her mouth.

The man takes one step closer to Rhiannon.

The earth beneath him thins.

And Sophie feels something in her chest crack — not heartbreak, not jealousy — something more primal.

Like watching someone approach a cliff edge without knowing the depth.

She wakes with tears on her face.

She does not know why.

The next day, she sees them together.

Nothing obvious.

Nothing incriminating.

They are standing by the window, speaking quietly.

Emyr leans slightly toward Rhiannon — not possessively, not intrusively — simply attentive.

And Rhiannon looks... open.

Sophie has never seen her open like that.

It frightens her.

Not because she resents it.

But because she senses vulnerability.

And vulnerability feels wrong on Rhiannon.

Like seeing a cathedral with scaffolding around it.

As she approaches, the air thickens faintly.

Not enough for anyone else to notice.

But Sophie does.

There is that pressure again — that hum beneath the surface of the room.

She stops mid-step.

For a split second, she sees it.

Not clearly.

Just a distortion near the ceiling — a ripple in light, as though something vast had folded its wings.

She blinks.

It is gone.

Emyr glances at her.

He feels it too.

Recognition flashes between them.

Not shared understanding.

Shared sensitivity.

Sophie’s pulse quickens.

“What were you talking about?” she asks too casually.

“Nothing important,” Rhiannon replies.

And Sophie hears the lie.

Not because she knows the truth.

But because the air has shifted.

Later that evening, Sophie walks home alone.

The sky is bruised again — that deep violet that appears in her dreams.

She passes a shop window and hears it.

Faint.

Layered.

Like distant choral harmony woven through traffic noise.

She stops.

Listens.

There — again.

Not music.

Not wind.

Something older.

And then, just as suddenly, silence.

Her phone buzzes.

A message from Rhiannon.

Home safe?

Sophie stares at the words.

Simple.

Caring.

But beneath them she feels something else.

Watchfulness.

Protection.

Distance.

She types back.

Yes. You?

A pause.

Then:

Always.

The word sends a strange chill down her spine.

Always.

Not tonight.

Not soon.

Always.

Sophie slips her phone into her pocket and looks up at the darkening sky.

Three birds cross overhead.

Too large to be pigeons.

Too silent to be ordinary.

They do not circle her.

They move toward the part of the city where Rhiannon lives.

And Sophie feels it then — not jealousy, not suspicion — but the quiet, unsettling awareness that she is standing at the edge of something vast.

She does not know what it is.

She does not know whether
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