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Chapter 1: Tuesday

The rain had started again, thin and sideways, the kind that found its way under collars and into the seams of old coats no matter how tightly you pulled them. It tasted of iron and old grief, as though the valley itself were weeping through the same wound it had carried for seventeen years. Alun stood on the step for a long moment, key still in the lock, letting the water trace cold lines down the back of his neck like slow, deliberate fingers.

It had been doing this for weeks, this endless October drizzle that made everything feel heavier, older, more inevitable. He pushed the front door open, fighting the wind that tried to slam it shut behind him, and stepped into the narrow hallway.

Water streamed from his sleeves onto the cracked lino, forming small dark pools that reflected the weak bulb overhead like broken mirrors. The house greeted him with its usual stale embrace. Damp plaster, cold stone, and the lingering ghost of yesterday’s chips hanging in the air. It had smelled exactly like this since he was twelve. Beneath it all lay something else now, a faint, sweetish undertone, like soil left too long in a closed jar, something ancient stirring just beneath the familiar rot.

Nothing in this place ever truly changed. Not the peeling wallpaper in the corner by the stairs, not the way the floorboards creaked in the same three spots, not the heavy silence that lived between these walls like a fourth resident who had learned to breathe in the same rhythm as the rain.

Seventeen years since Mam died, and the house had simply stopped breathing. As though time itself had decided to rot slowly alongside them, the same way the valley had begun to soften and wait. Alun shook the rain from his hair, feeling the chill settle deeper into his bones, as if the water were already tasting him, already deciding what to keep.

Some days he wondered if the damp had seeped into his soul the same way it had into the mortar. He was thirty-one now, still here, still playing caretaker to a father who barely spoke and a brother who had run as far as the desert just to get away. The thought brought a familiar twist in his gut, part resentment, part bone-deep weariness that no amount of sleep ever seemed to fix, a weariness that felt, tonight, almost like an invitation.

From the kitchen came the low mutter of the television, some old black-and-white film by the sound of it, and the unmistakable clink of glass on formica. Alun closed his eyes for half a second. He knew exactly what he would find before he even stepped through the doorway.

Dad sat in the widened space between table and sink, wheelchair pulled up close so he could reach the bottle without stretching. His knuckles shone like polished gristle on the armrests. Alun saw them and felt the familiar pang.

Those same hands had once lifted him onto shoulders for football matches, but now they gripped the chair like they were holding on to the only thing that hadn’t run away.

The news had filtered down through the working-men’s clubs the way it always did, a cousin of a mate who knew a bloke who’d seen Rhodri in the car park behind the Paxman farm, sleeping bag and all.

“Not really home, is he?” Dad said without looking up.

He poured a generous measure, the whiskey catching the light like weak tea. The smell hit Alun across the room, sharp and sweet, the same smell that had filled the house for years, masking the deeper rot of things unsaid.

“Running off to that desert war, then crawling back when it spits him out. Same old story.”

Alun leaned against the doorframe, arms folded, feeling the damp shirt stick to his back like a second skin that already belonged to something else.

“It was years ago, Dad.”

“Years don’t erase what he saw.” Dad’s eyes flicked to the framed photo on the windowsill. Alun’s mam smiling in the sunshine, the King a soft blur behind her shoulder, branches strong against the wind which tousled her hair.

Alun’s chest tightened at the sight, the way it always did, as if the photo was a hook pulling at something raw inside him, something that had begun to glow faintly, the way old wounds sometimes do just before they open again.

“That kind of hate never fades.”

The old man downed the glass in one, grimaced, then reached for the bottle again. Alun moved forward without thinking, placing himself between the chair and the whiskey like a tired referee, his own hand trembling slightly from the cold or from the old anger he never quite let fly.

He looked at his watch. Half past seven. Darkness already pressing against the windows, the valley lights flickering on one by one like dying embers. The rain sounded louder now, drumming on the roof as if trying to get in, or perhaps trying to call him back out.

“I’ll go see him,” Alun said. The words, heavy in his mouth. “Tonight. No point waiting till morning.”

Dad stared at him, eyes bloodshot but sharp.

“He won’t want seeing. Not by us.”

“Maybe not. But I’m still going.”

For a second the kitchen held its breath. Then Dad gave the smallest nod, the kind that cost him something.
Alun turned away before either of them could ruin it with more words. In his mind, unbidden, came the echo of metal crumpling, of Rhodri’s voice years later saying... 

I saw it all, Al. Every second.

He pushed the memory down, the way he always did, but it left a sour taste at the back of his throat, and beneath that, something sweeter, something patient, waiting.

Alun grabbed his coat from the hook, the one with the torn lining, and stepped back into the rain. He didn’t bother closing the door. Let the wind have the house for a while.

The car sat cold at the kerb. He slid in, turned the key, and let the heater blow stale air across his face. Beyond the windscreen the valley folded into itself, fields, forest, the dark dip where the Paxman farm waited.

He was halfway down the lane when he heard it.

A keening, high and thin, drifting from the trees above the farm like a single note held too long. Not wind, not an animal. Something that rose and fell as though tasting the air. Tasting him.

Alun’s hands tightened on the wheel. The sound faded, but the chill it left behind stayed, crawling across his skin like the first touch of autumn frost. And for one strange moment it felt as if the sound were already inside his skull, tasting him in return.

He kept driving…


Chapter 2: Tuesday

…but the memory of his brother’s words intruded.

14 years old…

The radio was playing that stupid song again, the one with the tinny guitar and the man singing about summer love like he’d never seen a Welsh valley in October. The notes tasted of cheap plastic and distant longing, threading through the car like thin wires of false hope.

Rhodri slouched in the passenger seat of his Mum’s old Vauxhall, knees bouncing, football kit bag wedged between his trainers. The bag smelled of wet grass and last week’s mud, a good smell, the smell of Saturdays that still meant something, Saturdays that had not yet learned how quickly everything could end.

Mam tapped the wheel in time with the chorus, her rings catching the weak light. Those small hands had once carried both boys down the stairs when they were little and pretending to be asleep. The left one still bore the tiny scar where Dad’s hammer had slipped years earlier. Rhodri liked knowing these details. They made the world feel solid, anchored, safe.

“You’re quiet today, love. Everything all right at school?”

“Fine,” Rhodri said, watching her hands. He didn’t tell her about the strange tug he’d felt that morning, as if something ancient had turned its head toward him across the valley.

She smiled without taking her eyes off the road.

“Alun’s staying at Scouts till six. Means you and me get chips on the way home if you score a goal.”

“Two goals,” he corrected, grinning. The car smelled of her perfume and the faint sweetness of the air-freshener tree that had hung from the mirror for years. Outside, the valley rolled past in its usual October colors, browns and grays and the deep green that was constantly fed by the Welsh rain. Rain which had stopped for now, but the clouds still hung low, pressing everything closer, as though the sky itself were leaning in to listen.

They rounded the bend near the old Paxman farm. Rhodri sat up a little, waiting, knowing each precious second, each tiny gap between the trees, between the branches, each leaf. Until, there it was, high on the hillside above the empty buildings, standing proud, standing alone.

The King.

Even from the lane he could see how straight and tall it stood, slightly apart from the rest of the forest like it was watching the world below. Something about the way the light caught its branches made his chest feel strange, as though the tree was older than the valley itself, older than grief, older than memory, waiting for something that had not yet happened.

Mum glanced sideways. “You still love that old thing, don’t you?”

Rhodri didn’t answer. He just kept staring as the car carried them closer. For one heartbeat the King seemed to look back at him, and the air inside the car grew heavier, sweeter, carrying the faintest trace of damp moss and something darker underneath, soil left too long in a closed jar.

The King slipped back behind a stand of beech trees and Rhodri felt the small tug of disappointment in his chest, the way he always did when the tree disappeared from view.

Mum started humming again, softer now, the way she did when she was thinking about dinner or the shopping list.

Then the other car was simply there.

It came round the blind bend too fast, headlights flaring white in the gray afternoon. Mam’s hands jerked on the wheel. Rhodri had time to see the driver’s wide, panicked eyes before the world exploded.

The impact slammed into them from the side like a giant fist. Metal screamed. Glass burst inward in a bright shower that stung his cheek and arms. The seatbelt bit hard across his chest, snapping his head forward then whipping it back. Everything spun. Sky, road, the dark shape of the other car tumbling past them like a broken toy. His kit bag flew up and smacked him in the face, filling his mouth with the taste of mud and wet grass and something else now, something sweet and ancient that had no right to be there.

For one long second the car was weightless.

Then the ground punched them again. The Vauxhall slid sideways, tires shrieking, and slammed into the stone wall at the edge of the lane. The jolt jarred every bone in Rhodri’s body.

Silence crashed down, thicker than any noise.

He blinked.

His ears rang.

Something warm trickled down his forehead.

The windscreen was a white spiderweb of cracks, but through one clear patch he could still see the King on the hillside, tall and unmoving, watching.

Mam hung sideways in her seat, held by her own belt. Her head was turned away from him. A thick red pool was already spreading across the dashboard, slow and shining, and beneath the copper smell Rhodri caught the same faint sweet-rot he had noticed earlier, as if the valley itself had opened its mouth.

“Mam?”

His voice came out small and cracked, like it belonged to someone else.

She didn’t answer.

“Mam?”

Rhodri tried again, louder this time, but his throat felt full of glass. The seatbelt still cut across his chest like a live wire. He twisted against it, fingers digging and fumbling for the release, but everything was slippery, his hands, the buckle, the air itself.

The smell hit him then. Thick and nasty, blood mixed with the hot, oily stink of the engine. It coated the back of his tongue and made his stomach roll.

Mum’s head stayed turned away, her hair fallen across her face like a dark curtain. A slow, steady drip fell from the dashboard onto the floor mat, plink, plink, each one louder than the last in the terrible quiet.

“Mam, please.”

His voice cracked higher, the way it did when he was scared and trying not to show it. He reached across the gap between the seats, but his arm wouldn’t stretch far enough.

The belt held him fast.

Outside, the valley had gone completely still. No birds. No wind. Just the faint ticking of cooling metal and that soft, endless dripping.

Then he heard it.

A sound so thin and high it might have been inside his own head, a keening, rising and falling like something breathing through the trees. It came from the direction of the farm, from the hill where the King stood.

Rhodri’s eyes flicked up through the shattered windscreen. The tree was still there, tall and straight against the grey sky, branches reaching like it was waiting for something.

Watching.

For one strange second the whole world narrowed to that single tree. Everything else, the blood, the silence, the weight of the seatbelt, felt far away. As if none of it would matter if he could just get up there.

Mam…

He whispered again, but the word sounded small and useless now.

Time stretched like warm toffee.

The dripping slowed.

Somewhere far off, a siren began to wail, thin and distant, as if the valley itself was only just waking up to what had happened. Rhodri’s eyes stayed fixed on the King through the jagged hole in the windscreen. The tree hadn’t moved. It stood there above the farm like it always had. Patient, straight-backed, older than every bad thing that had ever happened here.

And in that long, ringing silence, a thought















