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Introduction
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Jake Thomas came to Wales for the one thing money could not buy him anymore.

A story.

For years, the bestselling novelist had made a career out of frightening millions of readers. But now, with a deadline looming and his imagination running dry, he found himself facing every writer’s worst nightmare: a blank page.

Hoping that solitude might spark his creativity, Jake left London and drove deep into the Welsh countryside, where mist clung to the hills and ancient houses stood like forgotten secrets.

On a stormy night, he stops at a small village pub and meets a stranger who tells him about a house on the hill above the village.

According to local legend, anyone who enters the house is never seen again.

To Jake, it sounds less like a warning than the beginning of a story.

And for a writer desperate for inspiration, some stories are impossible to resist.
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Chapter 1
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Silence lay over the jagged throat of the valley like a held breath.

It wasn't the peaceful, pastoral sort of silence you usually find in the deep countryside, where the world simply folds its hands and settles down comfortably for the night. This was something heavier, thicker, and deeply oppressive. It was the kind of oily silence that made a man instinctively lower his voice to a churchyard whisper, as though he had accidentally wandered into a sanctuary where a closed-coffin funeral was about to begin.

Jake Thomas sat behind the cracked vinyl steering wheel of his rented Ford Cortina and listened to the nothingness. Absolutely nothing. There was no wind rattle in the gorse. No distant bleat of sheep from the high ridges. No low, reassuring hum of hidden power lines, no crickets, and no sound of black water running over river stones. Even the little engine, now switched completely off, seemed to have taken its mechanical noise with it into the dark, leaving him stranded inside a dead pocket of absolute stillness.

He became acutely aware of his own lungs working.

In.

Out.

A thin feather of white mist leaked across the windshield and vanished into the dark. For reasons he couldn’t quite explain, the rhythmic sound of his own breathing made him uneasy. It felt as if every wet breath he let out was immediately being swallowed down by the surrounding night.

He glanced through the bug-splattered windshield. The narrow mountain road behind him had already disappeared into a seamless wall of blackness. Ahead stood a single, ramshackle building illuminated by the weak, jaundiced swing of a weather-beaten iron lantern.

The hanging sign creaked once on a rusted bolt. Then it went dead still again.

A lone, twisted oak tree stood beside the property, its branches skeletal and grasping against the low sky. As he watched, one dead brown leaf loosened from a high twig and drifted downward in a lazy, unhurried spiral, finally settling among hundreds of others on the damp earth below. The tiny movement seemed unnaturally, almost obscenely loud in the quiet.

He rubbed his knuckles hard across his eyes. “Jesus,” he muttered to the empty dashboard.

The gruelling drive from London had taken nearly ten hours of white-knuckled navigation through winding lanes. His shoulders ached with a deep, dull fire. His eyes felt as though they were full of rough playground grit, and the persistent, throbbing headache behind his temples pulsed in perfect time with his heartbeat.

He had come to this remote part of Wales in desperate search of a story. So far, all he had actually found was bone-deep exhaustion.

The inn stood huddled at the black foot of the mountains like a piece of refuse abandoned by time itself. Its stone walls were stained completely black with age and rot, as if they had spent centuries absorbing rain, coal smoke, and human sorrow. The roof sagged heavily in the middle like the back of an old, dying mule, and the small window panes were coated with a grime so thick and greasy they reflected absolutely nothing.

The hand-carved sign above the door read:  THE LAST CALL INN.

The letters had been painted long ago by a shaky hand, and now the white lead paint was peeling away from the wood in thin, brittle curls like dead skin. He stared at the building through the glass. The place looked less like a functioning pub than a half-remembered nightmare of one. It was the sort of place his Welsh grandmother might have described in one of her old, dark folklore stories, told in a half-whisper beside the kitchen hearth when the wind was howling outside.

He remembered summers spent in these valleys as a boy — long, muddy walks, rain-soaked fields, and the sharp, comforting smell of coal smoke on his grandmother’s heavy cardigans. Those golden-hued memories had drawn him back here when his latest novel stubbornly refused to move beyond page thirty-two.

Writer’s block. The phrase always sounded so harmless and bloodless to people who didn't write. In reality, it felt exactly like being buried alive in a box.

For two miserable weeks he had sat in his cramped London flat staring at a blinking black cursor on a white screen, waiting for an inspiration that never showed up. There was nothing. No characters, no plot mechanics, not even a decent opening sentence. His publisher had begun sending increasingly polite, passive-aggressive emails. His agent had stopped calling and started texting with a forced, manic cheerfulness. He had begun waking up at three in the morning with a cold, greasy certainty in his gut that he had finally used up whatever small gift he had once possessed.

So he had packed his laptop, thrown a duffel bag into the boot, and driven hard toward the west. Now, looking at the grim exterior of the inn, he felt the first faint, electric stirrings of hope. If there wasn't a story hiding in a hole like this, there simply wasn't a story left anywhere on earth.

The heavy iron door handle was much colder than he expected. When he finally pulled it open, the hinges released a long, agonized squeal that vibrated right in his teeth. The sharp sound reminded him instantly of an animal caught in a wire trap.

The heat hit his face first — thick and greasy. Then came the blue tobacco smoke. Then came the sudden, prickling sensation of being watched by a dozen different pairs of eyes.

Every single conversation in the room stopped dead. Heads turned in unison. A dozen weathered faces regarded him from the dim interior with open, unblinking curiosity and something else he could not quite identify right away.

Suspicion, perhaps. Or a deep, territorial resentment.

He stepped inside and firmly pushed the heavy door closed behind him. The pub seemed to belong entirely to another century. Massive, rough-hewn oak beams crossed the low, plaster ceiling. Kerosene lanterns flickered from rusted iron hooks, casting restless, monstrous shadows over the damp stone walls. A thick haze of pipe smoke hung beneath the rafters like a low storm cloud.

There were no shiny beer taps here. No neon signs, no jukebox, no television. There was only the sharp crackle of split logs burning in a cavernous stone hearth and the soft, guttural murmur of Welsh spoken in the dark corners. He had the strange, immediate feeling that he had not entered a place of business at all. He had stepped right into a place where time had simply ground to a permanent halt.

He was painfully aware of how ridiculously different he looked from everyone else in the room. His charcoal woollen coat had come from a fashionable shop in Chelsea. His leather shoes were polished to a mirror shine, his hair was neatly trimmed, and his face was clean-shaven. He might as well have walked into the place wearing a sandwich board around his neck that read:  OUTSIDER. ENGLISH. PROBABLY SOFT.

The locals were clearly farmers and hill workers — men with broad, slumping shoulders and thick, weathered hands like shovels. Their faces were lined like old parchment maps, and their dark eyes followed his movements with a wary, almost predatory patience.

Jake straightened his back against the pressure. He was used to being noticed, after all. At forty-two, he had become a recognizable enough figure — at least to readers of modern suspense fiction. His paperbacks sold well enough to pay for his London flat and his increasingly expensive tastes. His photograph regularly appeared on dust jackets and in the occasional newspaper weekend profile.

Still, there had always been something inherently vulnerable about him. He was tall and lean rather than athletic, with a thoughtful, narrow face and large amber-brown eyes that often made literary interviewers describe him as “intense.” His ex-wife had once bitterly called him “a schoolboy who never quite learned how to hide what he was thinking.”

Tonight, what he was thinking was beautifully simple:  I hope to God they serve wine.

Behind the scarred bar sat a man who looked as though he had been carved out of damp bog wood. His thick spectacles were repaired at the bridge with yellowing tape. His grey hair rose from his scalp in wild, stubborn clumps like dried grass, and he wore a heavy woolly sweater with frayed cuffs and an expression of profound indifference. He was reading a folded newspaper and did not look up when Jake approached.

Jake stood at the bar for several long seconds. Nothing. The man slowly turned a page. Jake cleared his throat loudly. Still nothing. Finally, he gave up and wandered toward the heat of the fire.

The armchair beside the hearth was deep and faded, its red upholstery worn smooth by generations of weary travelers. He sank into it with a grateful groan. The direct heat seeped into his stiff legs, the fire crackled, and his tight shoulders finally loosened. For the first time all day, he began to feel human again.

He managed to order two glasses of the house red when the old innkeeper eventually shuffled over without a word. The wine was rough, heavy, and slightly sour on the tongue, but it was warm and red and it did the job. As the alcohol spread through his veins, the long-held tension in his body gradually dissolved. The flames in the hearth shifted and danced, the edges of the room blurred pleasantly, and his thoughts drifted back toward his book.

Minutes passed by. Perhaps a whole hour. He could not have said for sure.

When he finally blinked and looked up, he realised he was no longer alone by the fire. A man was sitting in the matching armchair directly opposite him.

He had not heard the man approach over the flagstones. That fact alone was deeply unsettling. The stranger appeared to be somewhere in his mid-thirties, though his drawn face carried the bone-weariness of someone much older. There was something deeply, fundamentally troubled about him. It wasn't merely sadness; it was damage. His eyes were dark and haunted — the eyes of a man who had seen something he could neither explain nor forget. He wore a heavy canvas trench coat patched with rough leather at the elbows, and a fine layer of grey dust clung to his hair and shoulders as if he had walked a great distance down a dirt track.

The orange firelight threw moving, skeletal shadows across his face. For a
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