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​Chapter 1: The Concrete Scar

​

[image: ]


The Hampshire countryside didn't look like a place where the world was supposed to end.

Steve Miller kicked through a pile of damp leaves, the crunch sounding too loud in the silence of the woods. Above them, the sky was bruising over with twilight, turning the canopy of oak and pine into a silhouette of jagged teeth. It was November, and the cold here didn't just sit on your skin; it hunted for gaps in your jacket.

"Remind me again," Danny said, his voice cracking slightly as he stumbled over an exposed root. "Why are we walking into a hole in the ground? Preferably one that isn't haunted?"

"Because it's history, Danny," Priya said, not looking back. She was leading the way now, clutching a laminated map against her chest like a shield. "And because someone needs to remember it."

Steve glanced at his friends. Cal was walking beside him, eyes glued to the tablet in his hand, the screen's glow illuminating his glasses. Danny was trailing behind, trying to look brave despite the way his eyes darted toward every snapping twig. They looked older than they had during the Ward Four incident. Taller. Harder. But the feeling in Steve's stomach was exactly the same: a mix of adrenaline and dread.

"We're close," Cal murmured, tapping the screen. "The thermal signature is weird. It's... cold. Colder than the surrounding woods."

"It's a bunker, Cal," Steve said. "It's underground. Of course it's cold."

"No," Cal insisted, stopping dead. He held up the tablet. "I mean wrong cold. Like a vacuum. And the EMF is humming. We're fifty metres out, and I'm already getting interference."

Steve reached into his pocket. His fingers brushed against the familiar plastic edge of his father's old maintenance keycard. It had gotten them into the hospital. It had gotten them into the school archives. He hadn't tested it here yet, but the lock on the door they were hunting wasn't electronic. It was mechanical. Rusty. Sealed.

"According to the archives," Priya said, stopping in front of a dense thicket of brambles. "This was a Royal Observer Corps monitoring post. Built in 1960. Designed to detect nuclear fallout. The crew would have stayed down here for weeks if the bombs fell. Waiting for the all-clear."

"And did it ever come?" Danny asked.

Priya shook her head. "The post was decommissioned in 1991. But the logs... some of the logs never made it to the national archive. They stayed here."

Steve pushed through the brambles, the thorns catching on his hoodie. He parted the final layer of ivy and stopped.

There it was.

It wasn't a building. It was a scar. A square of brutalist concrete protruding from the earth, almost completely swallowed by the forest. A rusted metal vent pipe stuck out like a periscope, and beside it, a heavy steel hatch lay flush with the ground, surrounded by a concrete collar. It looked like a tombstone sunk into the mud.

"Ground Zero," Steve whispered.

The title of the file Priya had found felt heavy in the air. Site 44-B. Ground Zero.

"Okay," Danny said, his voice losing its joke. "That looks... permanent."

"It's locked," Steve said, stepping onto the concrete. He knelt by the hatch. There was no keyhole, just a heavy wheel mechanism seized with rust.

"Let me," Cal said, pulling a small toolkit from his backpack. "I can try to lubricate the—"

"Wait," Priya said.

She stepped forward, holding out her hand. She wasn't looking at the door. She was looking at the vent pipe. "Do you hear that?"

Steve held his breath. The wind was dead. The birds had stopped. But there was a sound. A low, rhythmic thumping. Like a heartbeat, or a pump, coming from inside the concrete.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

"My meter is spiking," Cal said, his voice tight. "Steve, the radiation count isn't background noise. It's rising."

"That's impossible," Steve said. "It's been closed for thirty years."

"Maybe something else is down there," Danny whispered.

Steve looked at the wheel on the hatch. He placed his hand on the cold steel. It vibrated against his palm, matching the thumping sound. He pulled the keycard from his pocket. It wasn't a key, but it was a talisman. A promise that his father had been here before, in some way.

"We didn't come to look," Steve said, looking at his team. "We came to document. Remember the mission?"

"Bear witness," Priya said softly.

"Right," Steve said. He gripped the wheel. "Let's open it."

He put his weight into the metal. It didn't move. He pushed harder, his boots slipping on the damp concrete. With a groan of protesting metal that sounded too much like a human voice, the wheel turned a quarter inch.

The thumping stopped.

Silence crashed down on the woods, heavier than before.

"Steve," Cal said, his face pale in the glow of the tablet. "The EMF just flatlined. Everything is dead."

"All of it?"

"All of it. Except..." Cal turned the tablet around.

On the screen, the thermal image showed the hatch. But it also showed four heat signatures standing around it. And one more.

Inside the concrete. Right on the other side of the steel.

"It's not dead," Priya whispered, stepping back. "It's waiting."

Steve looked down at the hatch. The rust around the edge was fresh, as if something had been scratching from the inside out.

"Part two," Steve said, his voice steady despite the chill running down his spine. "Let's get the lights."

The silence was heavier than the noise had been.

Steve kept his hand on the wheel. The metal was no longer vibrating. It was just cold. Ice cold. He looked at Cal, who was shaking the tablet as if it were a broken remote control.

"It's not broken," Cal whispered, his face illuminated by the blank screen. "It's like... something is blocking the signal. A jammer. But there's no power down there. There can't be."

"Maybe it's the concrete," Danny suggested, though he didn't sound convinced. He was pulling a respirator mask from his backpack, the straps dangling loosely. "Lead lining? For the radiation?"

"Priya?" Steve asked.

Priya was staring at the hatch. "The Royal Observer Corps posts were designed to survive a nuclear blast. Three feet of reinforced concrete. Lead-lined shutters. If something is down there... it's been protected."

"Protected or trapped," Danny muttered, pulling the mask over his nose and mouth. His voice came out muffled. "Let's just get this over with. My mum thinks I'm at the library."

Steve took a deep breath. The air in the woods smelt of damp earth and decaying leaves, but here, right against the hatch, it smelt different. Metallic. Like old pennies and ozone. He pulled his own mask from his bag and secured it. The others followed suit.

"Flashlights on low," Steve ordered. "We don't know how much oxygen is down there. And if there's... something else... I don't want to blind ourselves."

Four beams of light clicked on, cutting through the twilight. They converged on the rusted wheel.

"On three," Steve said. "One. Two. Three."

They pushed together. Danny slipped on the moss but recovered, digging his heels in. With a screech of tearing metal that made Steve's teeth ache, the wheel gave way. It spun freely now, too freely, as if the mechanism inside had been oiled recently.

Steve grabbed the handle of the hatch. It was heavy, far heavier than it looked. He pulled.

The seal broke with a sound like a vacuum being released—a sharp pop that echoed through the trees. The hatch swung upward, revealing a dark shaft below. A ladder, rungs slick with condensation, disappeared into the blackness.

A gust of air rushed out to meet them. It wasn't stale. It was cold, dry, and smelt of... coffee?

"Did you smell that?" Priya asked, her voice tight behind her mask.

"Coffee?" Danny said. "Who makes coffee in a bunker from the nineties?"

"Nobody," Steve said. He clipped his safety line to the ladder frame. "I go first. Cal, you're behind me. Priya, Danny, bring up the rear. Keep the line tight."

Steve swung his legs over the edge. The beam of his flashlight danced down the shaft, hitting the concrete walls. They were bare, with no graffiti and no signs of urban explorers who had come before. That was strange. Usually, places like this were tagged within months of being abandoned. This place looked untouched.

He descended. The rungs were cold enough to bite through his gloves. Ten feet. Twenty feet. The air grew colder with every rung. When his boots finally hit the floor, the sound was a dull thud that didn't echo. The room swallowed the noise.

"Clear," he called up.

One by one, the others descended. Cal landed next to him, immediately checking his meter. "Still dead. No EMF. No radiation. But Steve... the temperature down here is four degrees. Outside it's ten. It's colder down here than physics should allow."

"Stay focused," Steve said, sweeping his light around the room.

They were in the entrance lock. A heavy steel door stood opposite the ladder, marked OPERATIONS ROOM. The paint was peeling, but the sign was crisp.

Steve stepped toward the door. It was ajar.

"Wait," Priya said. She was standing by the wall near the ladder. She shone her light on a small shelf built into the concrete. "Look."

Steve turned. On the shelf sat a gas mask. Next to it, a logbook. And next to that, a mug.

Steve moved closer. The mug was ceramic, white with a blue stripe. It looked like the kind you'd find in an office cupboard. He reached out, hovering his finger near the rim.

"It's warm," Steve said.

"Don't touch it," Cal warned. "If it's warm, someone was here recently. Maybe squatters?"

"Squatters don't leave gas masks neatly folded," Priya said. She stepped forward, her historian's eye scanning the scene. "And look at the dust."

She shone her light on the floor. The concrete was covered in a fine layer of grey dust. But there were no footprints. None. Not even theirs yet, though they had just stepped off the ladder. The dust around the shelf was undisturbed.

"If someone put the cup there," Danny whispered, "how did they do it without walking?"

Steve looked at the logbook. It was open. The page was filled with neat, handwritten entries. Dates. Times. Radiation levels. He leaned in, squinting at the last entry.

The handwriting was fresh. The ink wasn't even fully dry.

Date: 14 November. Time: 16:00. Status: WATCHING.

Steve checked his watch. It was 16:05.

"Guys," Steve said, his voice low. "I think the thermal signature wasn't a ghost."

"Then what was it?" Danny asked, backing up until he hit the ladder.

Steve looked at the heavy steel door to the Operations Room. It was slightly open. Darkness poured out from the crack like smoke.

"It was a warning," Steve said.

He pushed the door open.

Inside the Operations Room, the desks were arranged in a circle, facing a large map table in the centre. The chairs were pushed in. The equipment was covered in dust sheets. Everything looked exactly as it should for an abandoned bunker.

Except for the chair in the centre.

It was facing the door. And it was slowly rocking back and forth.

Creak. Creak. Creak.

"Document the story," Priya whispered, raising her camera. "Remember the mission."

Steve raised his flashlight. The beam hit the chair.

It was empty.

But on the seat, pressed into the dusty fabric, was the impression of someone who had just stood up.

The rocking chair slowed to a stop.

Steve kept his flashlight trained on the seat. The impression in the dust was deep, as if someone heavy had been sitting there seconds ago. He looked at Priya. She had her camera raised, the shutter clicking softly in the silence.

"Did you get it?" Steve asked.

"I got the chair," Priya said, her voice trembling slightly. "But the flash... it didn't reflect off anything. No eyes. No face. Just the empty seat."

"Cal?" Steve turned to the tech expert.

Cal was crouched by the central map table. His hands were hovering over a piece of equipment that looked like a vintage radio console. "This shouldn't work," he said. "There's no power source. The cables are cut."

"Then why is the dial glowing?" Danny asked. He was standing near the door they came in, his hand on the handle. "Steve, the light on the dial. It's green."

Steve moved to the table. The radio dial was indeed glowing with a faint, radioactive green luminescence. Static hissed from the speaker, white noise filling the room like rain on a tin roof.

"Is it... broadcasting?" Priya asked, stepping closer.

"It's receiving," Cal said. He adjusted a knob, his fingers shaking. The static cleared for a second, replaced by a voice. It was distorted, layered over itself like a chorus of whispers.

"...status report... sector four... no change..."

"That's not possible," Cal whispered. "This frequency hasn't been used since the Cold War. It's decommissioned."

"...waiting for all clear..." the voice crackled again.

Steve felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. He gripped his father's keycard in his pocket. The plastic felt hot against his leg. "Priya, check the logbook again."

Priya flipped the pages of the book on the shelf outside. She rushed back in, holding it open. "The entry," she said. "It's changing."

Steve looked over her shoulder. The ink was shifting on the page. The words are 16:00. Status: WATCHING was fading. New words were bleeding through the paper, dark and wet.

16:15. Status: CONTAMINATION DETECTED.

"Contamination?" Danny backed away from the table. "Radiation? I told you we needed the suits!"

"Not radiation," Steve said, looking at the radio. "Us. We're the contamination."

The static on the radio surged. The green light on the dial flared bright, illuminating the room in a sickly hue. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to stretch toward them, lengthening across the floor.

"We need to go," Danny said, turning to the door. "Now."

He grabbed the handle and pulled. It didn't move.

"Locked?" Priya asked.

"Jammed," Danny said, pulling harder. "Something's blocking it from the outside."

Steve ran to the door. He pushed against the steel. It was solid as a bank vault. "The hatch," he said. "We came down the ladder. We can go back up."

"They're waiting," Cal said, staring at the radio. The voice was clearer now. It wasn't a recording. It was responding to them.

"...intruders in the post... seal the hatch..."

Above them, a heavy mechanical groan echoed down the shaft. The sound of the steel hatch upstairs slamming shut.

"They knew we were coming," Steve said. The realisation hit him hard. The warm coffee. The fresh ink. The thermal signature. "This isn't just a haunting. It's a loop. They're still on duty."

"And we're trespassing," Priya said. She looked at Steve, her eyes wide behind her mask. "Steve, the mission. If they're stuck here... if they think the war is still on..."

"We have to tell them it's over," Steve said.

"How?" Danny yelled, pounding on the door. "They just locked us in!"

Steve looked at the radio. Then he looked at the keycard in his hand. He hadn't used it yet. In Ward Four, the card had opened doors. Here, there were no electronic locks. But this place was about authority. About command.

He stepped up to the radio console. The green light pulsed faster.

"Cal, kill the static," Steve ordered.

"I can't; there's no input!"

"Try!"

Cal twisted a dial. The static dipped. Steve leaned into the microphone attached to the console. It was old, heavy metal mesh.

"This is Steve Miller," he said, his voice echoing in the small room. "Representing the Forgotten Places Club. The war is over. The all-clear was given thirty years ago."

The room went silent. The green light stopped pulsing. It held steady.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, the logbook in Priya's hand grew hot. She dropped it. It landed open on the floor. The ink was running, forming new words.

...verify identity...

Steve placed the keycard on the console. "Verify this."

The card didn't fit into a slot. There was no slot. But as soon as the plastic touched the metal surface, the radio sparked. A shockwave of sound blasted through the room, knocking them all back.

When Steve opened his eyes, the green light was gone. The radio was dark. The door behind Danny clicked.

Clunk.

"It opened," Danny whispered.

Steve picked up the keycard. It was cold again. But there was a mark on it now. A small, black scorch mark in the shape of a crown.

"We need to move," Steve said, pocketing the card. "Whatever, we just woke up... it's not done with us."

"Wait," Priya said, picking up the logbook. She pointed to the bottom of the page. There was a new entry, written in a handwriting that matched Steve's own.

Chapter 2. The Descent.

"Don't look at that," Steve said, grabbing her arm. "Let's go. Before it writes something else."

They ran. Out of the operations room, into the lock, and up the ladder. When they emerged into the woods, the hatch was sealed tight behind them. The moon was high above, casting long shadows through the trees.

They were out. But as Steve looked back at the concrete scar, he saw something that made his blood freeze.

On the rusted vent pipe, a handprint had formed in the condensation. Fresh. Inside the metal.

"Same time tomorrow?" Danny asked, trying to laugh but failing.

Steve looked at the keycard in his hand. The scorch mark pulsed faintly, once, like a heartbeat.

"No," Steve said. "We come back tonight. They're waiting for the all-clear. And I think... I think they're not the only things down there."
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