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Chapter 1: The Boiler House
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The Cambridge Military Hospital had a boiler house that smelt like rust and old electric blankets. Steve Miller stood outside its door, holding his father's keycard—a faded blue rectangle that said "MAINTENANCE PERSONNEL" in letters that were peeling off like sunburnt skin. The card didn't work anymore. The hospital had closed twelve years ago, in 2012, back when Steve was barely old enough to remember his dad talking about the day they told him to hand it in.

"Right," Steve said, because that was what he said when he was about to do something stupid. "We're going in."

"Mate, we're going to get nicked," Danny Harrison said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Danny always fidgeted when he was nervous, though he tried to hide it by talking loud. "My mum said the council put up all those barriers because—"

"Your mum didn't say anything about it."

"Because someone could get hurt, yeah, and then the council's got to pay out money and—"

Steve didn't answer. He was looking at the keycard, turning it over in his fingers. The laminate was cracked. His dad kept it in the kitchen drawer next to the takeaway menus and expired vouchers, like it was something worth keeping even though it didn't work anymore. Steve had taken it three days ago. His parents hadn't noticed yet.

The boiler house door was corrugated iron, the kind that's supposed to be temporary but usually isn't. Rust bloomed across it in shapes that looked like continents. There was a padlock the size of a fist, but someone had already tried to cut it. The metal was scored and mangled, the lock still there and slightly ajar, hanging like a rotten tooth.

"The football," Danny said. "We should go to football."

"We went to football yesterday."

"We could go again. You like football."

Steve didn't like football. Steve tolerated football because it was what you did at school and what you did with your mates. What he actually liked—what had been winding up in him like a watch spring for the past six months—was a feeling. The feeling that there were things in Aldershot that no one talked about. Things that used to matter and got left behind.

The hospital was a perfect example.

It had been a proper military hospital, not just wounded soldiers in beds but a whole world of them. His dad had worked there in 1996, the year Steve's mum said he was "different" afterwards. The year there was a fire. The year someone died, though no one said who. The year his dad took the job at the leisure centre instead and stopped talking about work altogether.

"I'm going in," Steve said. "You're coming with me, or you're coming with me."

"That's the same thing both times, isn't it?"

"Exactly."

Danny groaned, the long, suffering groan of someone who knew what was about to happen and couldn't do anything about it. He'd known Steve since primary school. He was used to this.

Steve pushed the padlock the rest of the way and pulled open the door.

The smell hit first—not rust or blankets but something deeper. Wet stone and the kind of mustiness that happens when a building stops being used and starts being just a space where air goes stale. The boiler house was dark in the way that abandoned buildings are dark, not the black of night but a strange grey-brown that didn't quite have a colour. Light came through gaps in the corrugated iron, painting thin stripes across the floor.

"Oh, it's lovely," Danny whispered. He always whispered when he was scared. Steve had learnt that in primary school too. Danny tried to cover it with jokes, but the whisper came first.

The boiler house was bigger than Steve expected. The boilers themselves were massive—industrial grey things with pipes like intestines connecting to the ceiling. They rose up into shadow. There was a control panel with dials and switches, and everything had that grey-brown dust on it that meant nothing had moved in years.

"Mate, this is actually sick," Danny said, his voice still small. "Like, this is actually proper haunted-looking."

"It's not haunted. It's just old."

"Right, yeah, nothing haunted about this. Nothing weird whatsoever. That's my pulse you hear, by the way. Just going at normal speeds. Not at all rapid."

Steve could see his breath. That was the first sign he would remember later—the first thing that didn't add up. It was March, and it was cold, but not breathing-visible cold. Not yet. He walked deeper into the boiler house, and the stripes of light fell away behind him.

The temperature dropped.

"Steve." Danny's voice had changed again. Now it was the voice he used with his older sisters when he was genuinely asking for help. "Steve, we should—"

"EMF detector," Steve said.

"What?"

"Get the EMF detector. You've got it, yeah?"

"Of course I've got it, but—"

"Get it."

Danny reached into his backpack and pulled out something that looked like it had been built by someone who'd learned engineering from YouTube, which was approximately correct. Cal had made it—Callum Doyle, the Irish kid from Belfast who'd moved to Aldershot six months ago. The EMF detector was a circuit board attached to a display screen, the whole thing held together with what looked like duct tape and determination. When it picked up electromagnetic fields, it beeped.

It didn't beep. It did something worse.

It screamed.

The sound cut through the boiler house like a needle, high and shrieking and not like a normal alert at all. Danny dropped it, swearing, and the device skittered across the floor, still wailing. Steve grabbed it, and the moment his fingers touched the casing, it went silent. Not fading out, not powering down. Just stopped. Dead.

"What the actual—" Danny didn't finish the sentence. He was staring at Steve's hand, at the device in it.

"It's fine," Steve said. His voice sounded thin. "Just... faulty wiring or something."

"That's not faulty wiring."

"Come on. Let's check the rest of the building."

He was already walking toward the door at the far end of the boiler house. Danny followed, as Steve knew he would. They'd established the dynamic years ago: Steve went first, and Danny caught up. It was the only way it worked.

The door opened onto a corridor.

The corridor stretched longer than it should have. Steve's torch caught the walls—pale green paint that had faded to something closer to grey, with darker patches where damp had settled in. The floor was linoleum, the kind with little pebbles embedded in it. Some of the pebbles had come loose, leaving divots like the linoleum had aged poorly and broken out in spots.

There were signs on the wall. "WARD 3" with an arrow. "WARD 2" with another arrow. And further ahead, almost invisible in the shadows: "WARD 4."

"We should come back," Danny said. He said it quietly, and Steve knew he meant it. "Like, we should come back with more people. We should tell someone we're doing this."

"No."

"Priya would want to know. She knows the history stuff. She'd actually know. —"

"No," Steve said again. "Not yet. If this is anything, we need to know what it is before we tell anyone."

"And if it's dangerous?"

Steve didn't have an answer for that. He kept walking.

The sound they heard was subtle—not sudden, not startling. Just a sound that hadn't been there before. Like something breathing. Like the building itself had lungs and was exhaling slowly, a whisper of air that had been trapped inside the walls for a very long time.

Danny heard it too. Steve saw him go still.

"Don't," Danny said. It wasn't a request. It was a plea. "Whatever you're thinking, don't."

But Steve was already moving toward the sound, toward the door marked "WARD 4", toward the questions that had been building up in him since his dad took that keycard off and never spoke about the hospital again.

The door to Ward 4 was locked, but not with a lock. With silence. With the kind of weight that a building puts on its doors when it doesn't want them opened.

Steve put his hand on the handle.

"Mate," Danny whispered. "Mate, we should go. We should actually go."

The handle was cold. Not March-cold, not abandoned-building-cold. Cold the way a hand is cold when it's dead.

Steve pulled the door open.

Ward 4 was waiting on the other side—dark and still and packed with the kind of silence that has weight. The smell was stronger here: stale bedding, disinfectant from 1996, and something underneath that Steve's brain couldn't quite categorise. His torch beam caught shapes: metal bed frames, the curve of a pillow, the suggestion of a mattress.

"We're leaving," Danny said. It was his final word, his line in the sand. "We're leaving right now."

But neither of them moved.

The torch beam kept moving across the room, catching more details. There was a clipboard on a bedside table. Charts on the walls. A calendar stopped on October 14th. And on one of the beds—the one farthest from the door, the one that sat in the deepest shadow—there was a shape under the covers.

The shape of someone sleeping.

"Run," Steve whispered.

They ran. They crashed back through the corridor, back through the boiler house, and back into the March afternoon. Steve didn't stop running until they were three streets away, gasping in the empty car park of the closed-down Tesco, both of them shaking.

Danny was the first to speak.

"Right," he said, his voice shaky. "Right. So. That happened. That was a thing that definitely happened."

"Yeah."

"We're not going back."

"We're going back," Steve said.

"We're not—"

"We're going back, and we're bringing Priya. And Cal. And we're finding out what that was."

Danny sat down on the kerb, his head in his hands.

"My mum's going to kill me," he said to the asphalt. "And before that, the ghost is going to kill me. And it's going to be the most embarrassing order of deaths ever documented."

Steve didn't argue. He was thinking about the shape under the covers. The impression of a body. The calendar stopped on the day of the fire.

He was thinking about his father and why he never went back to the hospital.

And he was thinking about the fact that they'd dropped the EMF detector
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