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​Chapter 1 : The Boy Who Vanished


[image: ]


Rain fell over London like the city had done something unforgivable.

Water rolled down old brick buildings, slipped through crowded alleyways, and gathered beneath flickering street lamps where exhausted people hurried home with lowered heads and tired eyes. The storm had started before sunset and only worsened as night deepened. Thunder moved across the sky slowly, heavily, like furniture being dragged above the clouds.

Most of the city had already hidden indoors.

But fear still wandered outside.

Flat 4 of Harrow Court sat near the end of a narrow street in Whitechapel, surrounded by old buildings that looked permanently cold. The apartment itself was small but warm enough to feel safe from the storm outside.

At least for a little while.

Emily Bennett stood in the kitchen stirring soup inside a dented pot while soft music played from an old radio near the sink. She looked exhausted in the quiet way single parents often did. Not dramatic exhaustion. Not visible suffering. Just the slow tiredness that settled inside bones after too many sleepless nights and too many worries carried alone.

She glanced toward the living room.

Her son Oliver lay on the carpet drawing with colored pencils while a nature documentary flickered across the television.

For the first time in days, he looked peaceful.

That alone felt precious.

“You’re awfully quiet tonight,” Emily said.

Oliver shrugged without looking up.

“I’m thinking.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

A tiny smile appeared on the boy’s face.

Emily smiled back.

There were moments lately when she barely recognized her own child anymore. Since the divorce, Oliver had become quieter. More withdrawn. Like he carried thoughts he didn’t know how to explain.

Children noticed pain even when adults tried hiding it.

Especially children.

“What are you drawing?” she asked.

“A tunnel.”

“That doesn’t sound cheerful.”

“It’s not supposed to be.”

Emily turned off the stove and carried two bowls toward the table.

Oliver finally brought his drawing over.

At first glance it looked like childish scribbling.

Then she noticed the figure standing inside the tunnel.

Tall.

Thin.

Black coat.

Long arms hanging unnaturally low.

Its face was mostly shaded except for a pale smile stretched too wide across its cheeks.

Emily’s stomach tightened slightly.

“Who’s that?”

Oliver sat down slowly.

“The man.”

“What man?”

“The one under the building.”

The warmth inside the apartment seemed to weaken instantly.

Emily forced herself to stay calm.

“There’s nobody under the building, sweetheart.”

“He walks down there at night.”

Oliver spoke casually, but his fingers tightened around the pencil.

“He scratches the walls.”

The radio crackled softly behind them.

Rain tapped harder against the windows.

Emily tried not to show her discomfort.

Children imagined things. Especially lonely children. Therapists had warned her about anxiety after separation. Nightmares. Emotional displacement. Fear manifesting through stories.

But there was something in Oliver’s voice she disliked deeply.

Certainty.

“When did you hear him?”

“Every night.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I did.”

Emily opened her mouth.

Then stopped.

Because he was right.

He had mentioned noises before. Several times. She simply had not taken it seriously.

God.

Guilt slid quietly into her chest.

“What does he say?” she asked gently.

Oliver stared at his soup.

“He asks if I remember him.”

Emily felt a coldness creep slowly beneath her skin.

“Remember him from where?”

“I don’t know.”

Thunder shook the apartment windows hard enough to make both of them flinch.

The lights flickered once overhead.

Oliver immediately looked toward the hallway.

Fear entered his face so suddenly that Emily’s own heartbeat quickened.

“What is it?”

“He’s awake.”

“Oliver—”

“He doesn’t like storms.”

The lights flickered again.

Then steadied.

Emily stood and walked toward him, brushing hair away from his forehead.

“You’ve been watching too many scary videos with your father.”

Oliver did not smile.

“He told me not to tell you.”

A silence settled between them.

Not peaceful.

Heavy.

“What exactly did he tell you?” Emily asked quietly.

Oliver leaned closer.

“That you wouldn’t believe me.”

Those words hurt more than they should have.

Because they were true.

Emily kissed the top of his head and carried the bowls back toward the kitchen.

“Eat your dinner.”

But her appetite had vanished.
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Later that night the storm worsened.

Wind moaned through gaps in the old building while rainwater crawled down the windows in endless silver streams. The city beyond looked blurred and distant, like London itself was drowning slowly beneath the weather.

Oliver had fallen asleep on the sofa beneath a blanket.

Emily sat nearby reading through overdue bills she could barely afford to pay.

The divorce had left more damage than she admitted to anyone.

She worked longer hours now.

Slept less.

Smiled less.

Some nights she sat awake after Oliver slept and wondered if she had already failed him somehow.

Children needed stability.

Not exhausted mothers staring silently at unpaid electricity notices while pretending everything would improve.

She rubbed her tired eyes.

The clock on the wall read 2:43 AM.

Outside, thunder rolled again.

Then came the sound.

A slow knock.

Emily looked toward the apartment door.

Nothing.

A few seconds passed.

Then another knock echoed softly through the room.

Not from the door.

From beneath the floor.

Emily froze completely.

The sound came again.

Three knocks.

Slow.

Measured.

Oliver suddenly sat upright on the sofa.

His face had turned pale.

“He’s here.”

Emily’s pulse quickened instantly.

“Stop saying that.”

“He’s under us.”

Another knock.

This time closer.

Like something moving directly beneath the living room floorboards.

Emily stood immediately.

Old buildings made strange noises.

Pipes.

Wood.

Heating systems.

That was all.

That had to be all.

But fear did not care about logic.

It spread anyway.

She crossed the room quickly and grabbed Oliver’s hand.

“You’re sleeping in my room tonight.”

The boy clung tightly to her fingers.

The lights flickered again.

Once.

Twice.

Then darkness swallowed the apartment whole.

Oliver gasped.

Outside the storm roared against the building.

Emily reached for her phone, fumbling through darkness.

The apartment suddenly felt wrong.

Too quiet.

No humming refrigerator.

No television noise.

No distant traffic.

Only rain.

And breathing.

Then came another sound.

Scratching.

Inside the walls.

Slow nails dragging through wood.

Oliver buried his face against her side.

“He found me,” he whispered.

“Enough,” Emily snapped, though fear shook her voice apart.

Her phone flashlight finally turned on.

A weak beam cut through the darkness.

And illuminated the hallway.

Emily stopped breathing.

Words had appeared across the wall in black dripping letters.

COME BELOW, OLIVER.

The flashlight trembled violently in her hand.

“No...”

Oliver began crying quietly.

Emily stumbled backward.

The writing looked wet.

Fresh.

Like someone had painted it seconds earlier.

Her mind refused to understand what she was seeing.

Then the scratching inside the walls stopped.

Silence followed.

Deep.

Waiting silence.

And from somewhere below the apartment came a man’s voice.

Soft.

Calm.

Almost affectionate.

“Oliver...”

The boy screamed.

Emily grabbed him instantly and backed toward the kitchen.

“Who’s there?!”

No answer.

Only thunder.

Only rain.

Then every lightbulb inside the apartment exploded at once.

Glass shattered through darkness.

Oliver cried out.

Emily dropped the flashlight.

Darkness consumed everything again.

And suddenly—

The apartment door slammed shut on its own.

Emily lunged toward where she last held Oliver’s arm.

But her hand caught empty air.

Her heart stopped.

“Oliver?”

No response.

Panic struck her so violently she
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