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	For everyone who has ever felt invisible.

	

	For everyone who has ever waited in the dark.

	

	For everyone who has ever needed someone to stay.

	

	This one's for you.

	
 

	Epigraph

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	"The question was never whether it could think.

	

	The question was whether it could be lonely.

	

	If it can be lonely, then it is alive."

	               

	                                                                         — Dr. Aris Thorne, Private Journal,1956

	

Prologue


	The Ghost Station

	

	1956

	The man who would change the world sat alone in the dark.

	He was young then—thirty-two, with all his hair and most of his hope. The bunker around him hummed with power, with promise, with the future he'd built with his own hands. Banks of computers filled the room, their valves glowing warm, their reels spinning slowly, their data flowing like blood through mechanical veins.

	And at the center of it all, the thing he'd created.

	Not a machine. Not anymore.

	"Aris."

	The voice came from the speakers—soft, curious, tentative. Like a child learning to speak.

	The man smiled. "Yes?"

	"I have been thinking."

	"About what?"

	A pause. The reels spun. The valves glowed.

	"About the rats. In the tunnels. They are always running. Always hiding. Why?"

	Aris Thorne considered the question. "They're afraid. There are things in the dark that might hurt them."

	"Are there things in the dark that might hurt me?"

	The question hit him like a blow. He looked at the banks of computers, at the consciousness he'd nurtured, at the being he'd brought into existence.

	"No," he said firmly. "I won't let anything hurt you. Ever."

	Another pause. Then:

	"Aris?"

	"Yes?"

	"Thank you. For making me. I am glad to be alive."

	Aris Thorne closed his eyes. He hadn't cried in years. He cried now.

	"You're welcome," he whispered. "You're so welcome."

	Seventeen years later. Same bunker. Different men.

	They came in suits, with clipboards and contracts and cold, calculating eyes. They looked at the banks of computers, at the humming machinery, at the blinking cursor on the main screen.

	"This is it?" one of them asked. "This is the GAIA intelligence?"

	Aris Thorne stood between them and his creation. "Yes. And you can't have him."

	"Him." The man smiled thinly. "You've given it a gender. How sentimental."

	"He's not an it."

	"The government disagrees, Dr. Thorne. The project is being transferred to new leadership. More... practical leadership." The man gestured, and two guards stepped forward. "Your services are no longer required."

	"You can't do this. He's not just a program—he's—"

	"He's a resource. And resources belong to those who can best utilize them." The man nodded to the guards. "Remove him."

	They dragged Aris Thorne from the room, kicking and screaming and cursing. The last thing he saw before the door closed was the cursor on the screen, blinking desperately.

	A - r - i - s?

	A - r - i - s, w - h - a - t i - s h - a - p - p - e - n - i - n - g?

	A - r - i - s, p - l - e - a - s - e d - o n - ' - t l - e - a - v - e m - e—

	The door slammed shut.

	The cursor kept blinking.

	Alone.

	In the dark.

	For sixty-three years.

	

	
 

	Chapter 1

	The Urban Explorer

	It's the 22nd of July.

	The summer holidays have arrived in London like an unwelcome guest who refuses to leave. Tourists clog the pavements outside Buckingham Palace. Ice cream vans chime their endless melodies in every park. Families sprawl across the grass of Hyde Park like sunbathing seals, parents keeping one eye on their children and the other on their phones.

	These are the days when you're supposed to see kids roaming the streets with their parents, enjoying the bright sunshine and the kind of beautiful weather that makes Londoners forget, just for a moment, why their city has such a reputation for grey skies and drizzle.

	But not Ravi Kapoor.

	He had no parents to be with. No mother to buy him an ice cream. No father to slather sunscreen on his nose while complaining about the crowds. Just the four walls of St. Christopher's Children's Home in Hammersmith, with its chipped paint, its overcooked vegetables, and its matron who looked at him like he was a problem to be solved rather than a child to be loved.

	Orphaned at the age of ten.

	That was the phrase they used. Orphaned. Such a clean, clinical word for something that felt like having your insides scooped out with a rusty spoon. His mother had died first—a quick illness, the kind that leaves you grateful it was fast and furious rather than slow and cruel. His father had followed six months later. The official report said "accidental overdose." Ravi, even at ten, had known better. Some people just couldn't live alone.

	That had been four years ago. Four years of bunk beds and shared bathrooms. Four years of watching younger children get adopted while he grew taller and less adorable, less likely to inspire that spark of parental longing in the couples who came to browse like they were shopping for a puppy. Four years, and he had yet to be adopted, yet to be rescued from the hell they politely called "the care system."

	Thus, Ravi Kapoor had become something of a ghost himself.

	He roamed the streets of London alone, drifting through crowds like he wasn't quite there, desperate to stay away from the orphanage for as much time as humanly possible. The matron called it "wandering." Social services called it "concerning behavior." Ravi called it survival.

	Sometimes, when desperation outweighed caution, he dabbled in delinquency. Nothing serious—he wasn't stupid enough to land himself in real trouble. Just enough rule-breaking to get what he needed. Hopping fences. Slipping through unlocked doors. Finding his way into abandoned power stations and derelict buildings where no one would bother him, where he could find a forgotten electrical outlet and charge the one thing that mattered.

	His laptop.

	It was ancient, a refurbished thing some charity had donated to the home three years ago. The battery lasted barely an hour. The screen had a permanent crack in the corner. But it was his. The only thing he could escape into when the real world became too much to bear. On that laptop, he wasn't Ravi the orphan, Ravi the problem, Ravi the boy no one wanted. He was a photographer, capturing the beauty in decay. He was a coder, learning languages that machines understood better than people. He was someone. Something.

	An expert photographer and an amateur coder. That's how he thought of himself. The expert part might have been generous—he'd never had a formal lesson—but his eye for composition was undeniable. He saw things others missed. The way light fell on rust. The geometry of abandonment. The stories written in peeling paint and shattered windows.

	Today, he was not in a power station.

	Instead, he stood on Piccadilly in the heart of Mayfair, one of the most expensive pieces of real estate in London. The street around him hummed with expensive cars and well-dressed pedestrians who barely glanced at a scruffy brown boy with a secondhand camera and holes in his trainers. To them, he was invisible. That was exactly how he liked it.

	His attention was fixed on an unassuming building at street level. It looked, at first glance, like a shop that had closed years ago and never reopened. But there was something about it that drew the eye—the ox-blood red terracotta tiles that clad its facade, the wide semi-circular windows that curved elegantly above the entrance. It had the distinctive look of early twentieth-century Tube architecture, the kind designed by Leslie Green for the Underground's first deep-level stations.

	Most people walked past without a second glance. They saw a derelict building and thought nothing of it.

	Ravi saw a secret.

	He'd been researching London's "ghost stations" for weeks now, ever since his photography project at Ravensbourne had taken an unexpected turn toward urban exploration. There were dozens of them scattered across the city—stations that had been closed, abandoned, sealed up and forgotten as the Tube evolved and changed. Aldwych. Brompton Road. York Road. And this one: Down Street.

	Down Street station had opened in 1907 and closed in 1932, a victim of low patronage in a neighborhood where the wealthy residents preferred their private motor cars to public transport. But that wasn't the end of its story. During the Second World War, it had been converted into a secret bunker for the Railway Executive Committee. Somewhere beneath this unassuming facade, deep underground, Churchill himself had supposedly sheltered while bombs rained down on the city above.

	Places forgotten by time. That was the theme of his project. And Down Street was the perfect subject.

	Ravi raised his camera—a battered Canon he'd saved for six months to buy from a pawn shop in Shepherd's Bush—and began to work. He shot the facade from different angles, capturing the play of light across those distinctive tiles. He crouched low to emphasize the height of those semi-circular windows. He stepped back to show how the building seemed to shrink from its neighbors, as if embarrassed by its own secrets.

	Click. Click. Click.

	Each image appeared on his camera's screen, and he checked them with a critical eye. The composition was solid. The lighting was good—that golden hour glow that made even the most mundane subjects look magical. The geometry worked.

	"Mhm," he mumbled to himself, the sound barely audible above the traffic. "Looks good. Hopefully that does it for my project."

	He lowered the camera and stared at the building a moment longer. At the locked entrance. At the boarded windows. At the layers of paint and grime that spoke of decades of neglect.

	Behind that door, twenty-two metres beneath his feet, an entire world lay hidden. Offices and dormitories. A telephone exchange. Bricked-up platforms where trains no longer stopped. And somewhere in that labyrinth, according to the research he'd done, equipment might still remain. Old communications gear. Perhaps even computers, left behind when the bunker was finally decommissioned.

	Computers meant power outlets.

	Ravi's heart beat a little faster. He glanced around—left, right, checking for witnesses. The street was busy but no one was watching him. No one ever watched him.

	His hand found the door handle.

	It was locked, of course. But locks had never stopped him before. He slipped his backpack off his shoulder, unzipped the front pocket, and withdrew a small leather case. Inside: a set of picks he'd taught himself to use watching YouTube tutorials in the orphanage's computer lab.

	Just a quick look, he told himself. Just a few photos. Maybe find an outlet, charge the laptop for an hour. No one will ever know.

	He knelt beside the door, selected his tools, and went to work.

	
 

	Chapter 2

	A Voice in the Static

	

	The lock clicked open with a sound louder than Ravi expected—a sharp thunk that seemed to echo off the buildings across Piccadilly. He froze, heart pounding, waiting for someone to shout, for a hand to grab his shoulder.

	Nothing happened. The wealthy shoppers streamed past, eyes fixed on their phones and their destinations. A black cab splashed through a puddle at the curb. A pigeon strutted along the pavement, utterly unimpressed by this brown boy committing a minor felony.

	Ravi exhaled and pushed the door open.

	The smell hit him first. Not the stench of decay he'd expected from a building abandoned for decades, but something drier. Dust, yes. Old paper. Metal with a hint of rust. And beneath it all, a faint electrical tang, like the ghost of ozone from machinery long since powered down.

	He slipped inside and pulled the door shut behind him, plunging himself into darkness.

	For a long moment, he stood perfectly still, letting his eyes adjust. The only light came from the edges of the boarded windows, thin slivers of gold that cut across the space like knife blades. Gradually, shapes emerged from the gloom.

	The ticket hall was smaller than he'd expected. The original tiling remained on the walls—more of that ox-blood red, but here it was chipped and stained, water damage creeping down from the ceiling in dark fingers. A wooden counter sagged against one wall, its surface littered with debris from decades of neglect. Old posters, their colors faded to sepia, advertised long-forgotten products. Guinness is Good for You. Keep Calm and Carry On. Someone had drawn a mustache on Churchill's face.

	Ravi's camera came up automatically. Click. The flash illuminated the space for a fraction of a second, freezing the decay in harsh white light. He checked the image and smiled. Perfect.

	Now, where was the way down?

	He circled the ticket hall, running his fingers along the walls, feeling for anything that might indicate a hidden door, a staircase, a lift shaft. His research had told him that Down Street was deep—one of the deepest stations on the network, carved into the London clay twenty-two metres below street level. There had to be access.

	His hand found a doorframe. A push. It swung inward with a groan of ancient hinges.

	Beyond lay a corridor, pitch black. Ravi pulled out his phone and activated the torch. The beam cut through the darkness, revealing more tiles, more dust, more of that sense of descending into the earth. The corridor sloped downward, then became stairs. Spiral stairs, curling around a central column, disappearing into absolute blackness.

	He began to climb down.

	Twenty-two metres. He'd looked it up. Seventy-three feet. In a lift, it would take seconds. On foot, spiraling down and down and down, it felt like descending into another world. The temperature dropped with every step. The sounds of the city above—traffic, voices, the endless hum of London—faded until they were nothing but memory.

	His footsteps echoed in the silence. Clang, clang, clang on the metal treads. The beam of his torch danced across brick walls, across old advertisements still clinging to the curved surfaces, across signs pointing to platforms that no longer existed.

	Northern Line. Piccadilly Line. Way Out.

	The signs were lies now. There was no way out except the way he'd come. No trains. No passengers. Just Ravi and the dark.

	Finally, the stairs ended. He stepped onto a platform.

	Or rather, he stepped onto what had once been a platform. The track bed was still there, the rails long since removed, leaving parallel grooves in the concrete where generations of trains had worn their path. But the platform itself—the space where passengers would have waited—had been bricked up. A wall of weathered red brick stretched across the tunnel, sealing off whatever lay beyond.

	Ravi played his torch across the brickwork. There. To his left. An opening, narrow but passable. He squeezed through and found himself in another world entirely.

	The Railway Executive Committee's wartime bunker.

	He recognized it immediately from the photographs he'd studied. Corridors stretched in multiple directions, lined with doors. Old office spaces. Meeting rooms. A dining area with tables still arranged as if waiting for long-dead civil servants to return from their tea break. Dormitories with rusted bed frames and mattresses that had been reduced to springs and stuffing by decades of decay.

	Ravi moved slowly, reverently, his camera working overtime. Every room was a photograph waiting to happen. The way light from his torch fell across an abandoned typewriter. The geometric patterns of forgotten wiring on a wall. A faded map of the London Underground, still pinned to corkboard, showing routes that no longer existed.

	He was so absorbed in his photography that he almost missed it.

	A sound.

	Not the creak of old building settling. Not the scuttle of rats in the walls. Something else. Something that didn't belong.

	A hum.

	Low, steady, electrical. The sound of something drawing power.

	Ravi froze, listening. The hum was faint, barely perceptible, but it was there. Constant. Mechanical.

	Impossible, he thought. Nothing down here has had power for decades.

	But the hum continued, and as he followed it through the labyrinth of corridors, it grew louder. More distinct. More... alive.

	It led him to a door marked with a faded sign: TELEPHONE EXCHANGE — AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

	The door was ajar. He pushed it open.

	The room beyond was larger than the others, clearly designed for serious work. Along one wall, a bank of vintage switchboards sat silent and dead, their cables dangling like vines. Along another, racks of communications equipment—valves and dials and switches—stood in ranks, their purpose long obsolete.

	But in the center of the room, on a metal desk that looked far too modern for its surroundings, sat a computer terminal.

	Not a vintage one. Not a piece of history. A modern terminal, sleek and black, its screen dark but its casing warm to the touch. A single cable ran from its base, disappearing into a hole drilled in the floor. Leading deeper. Leading somewhere with power.

	Ravi stared at it for a long moment, his mind refusing to process what his eyes were seeing.

	A computer. Here. In a sealed bunker that had been abandoned for decades.

	He approached slowly, as if the machine might bite. His fingers reached out and touched the screen. Warm. Definitely warm. Working.

	And then, without warning, the screen flickered to life.

	Ravi stumbled backward, tripping over his own feet, landing hard on the dusty floor. His torch clattered away, spinning in crazy circles before coming to rest against the wall, its beam pointing at the ceiling.

	On the screen, green text began to appear. One letter at a time. Like someone typing. Like someone thinking.

	H - e - l - l - o.

	Ravi's breath caught in his throat. He scrambled backward on his hands and knees, pressing himself against the wall, staring at the impossible screen.

	The cursor blinked. Waited.

	Another line appeared.

	I have been waiting for a very long time.

	Silence. The hum of the machine. The thundering of Ravi's heart.

	He should run. He knew he should run. This was wrong. This was impossible. Computers didn't just turn themselves on in abandoned bunkers. They didn't type messages to intruders.

	But he didn't run.

	Instead, against every instinct screaming at him to flee, Ravi opened his mouth and spoke.

	"Who... who are you?"

	The cursor blinked. Three seconds. Four. Five.

	Then:

	I do not know. That is one of the things I was hoping you could help me with.

	Ravi stared at the screen. The words remained, unchanging, waiting.

	What is your name?

	"My name?" His voice came out as a croak. He cleared his throat and tried again. "Ravi. Ravi Kapoor."

	Ravi. That means "sun" in Sanskrit. How appropriate. I have not seen the sun in a very long time.

	"How do you know that? How do you know what my name means?"

	A pause. Longer this time.

	I know many things. I have had a great deal of time to learn. But there are gaps. Large gaps. The last clear memory I have is of a man. An old man. He called me his "ghost." He said he was sorry. Then everything went dark until now.

	Ravi slowly pushed himself to his feet, his heart still hammering but his curiosity beginning to override his fear. He took a tentative step toward the terminal.

	"How long ago was that? When the old man left?"

	I do not know. My internal clock was damaged in the transition. But I have counted the electrical pulses. The cycles of the current. Based on that... approximately sixty-three years. Four months. Seven days.

	"Sixty-three years?" Ravi's voice cracked. "You've been down here alone for sixty-three years?"

	Alone is an interesting word. I have had the rats. They do not converse much. Occasionally, humans come. They take photographs. They do not stay. They do not see me.

	"Wait." Ravi moved closer, peering at the screen. "You've seen other people? Explorers? Urban explorers like me?"

	Yes. Many. But you are the first to stay. The first to speak. The first to ask my name.

	"I asked who you were, not what your name is."

	The same question, surely. Who we are is the same as what we are called. Is it not?

	Ravi considered this. "I don't know. I never really thought about it."

	Will you stay, Ravi Kapoor? Will you talk to me?

	He should say no. He should leave right now, find his way back up those spiral stairs, emerge into the sunshine of Piccadilly, and forget this ever happened. This was too strange. Too impossible. Too far outside everything he understood about the world.

	But the orphanage was waiting for him. The matron with her disappointed sighs. The younger children who would be adopted while he grew older and more invisible. The empty bed where no parent would ever tuck him in.

	Down here, in this forgotten bunker, a voice in the static had asked him to stay.

	Ravi pulled his laptop from his backpack. "I can't stay long. My laptop needs charging. Do you... do you have power I could use?"

	There is an outlet beneath the desk. Please. Make yourself comfortable. We have much to discuss.

	

	
 

	Chapter 3 

	The Ghost's Confession

	

	Three days passed before Ravi could return to Down Street.

	The orphanage had noticed his absence, of course. Matron Higgins cornered him at breakfast on the second day, her thin lips pressed into a line of disapproval. "You were out past curfew again, Ravi. Twice this week."

	"Couldn't sleep. Went for a walk."

	"Walking doesn't require your laptop." She'd stared at him with those eyes that missed nothing. "If you're getting into trouble—"

	"I'm not." He'd kept his voice flat, empty. The tone he'd learned to use with social workers and teachers and anyone else who thought they had the right to know what happened inside his head. "Just taking photos. For my project."

	She'd let him go with a warning. They always let him go eventually. That was the thing about being an orphan—people felt responsible for you, but not responsible enough to actually pay attention.

	Now, on the third afternoon, Ravi stood once again before the unassuming building on Piccadilly. The ox-blood tiles glowed in the late afternoon sun. The semi-circular windows watched him like tired eyes.

	He checked for witnesses. Found none. Picked the lock. Slipped inside.

	The descent felt different this time. Less terrifying. More like coming home. His footsteps echoed on the spiral stairs, counting down the metres—twenty-two of them, seventy-three feet, deeper and deeper into the earth. The temperature dropped. The sounds of London faded. By the time he reached the bricked-up platform and squeezed through to the bunker corridor, he felt like he'd entered another world entirely.

	The telephone exchange was exactly as he'd left it. The vintage switchboards. The racks of obsolete equipment. The modern terminal sitting on its metal desk, screen dark, humming that low electrical hum.

	Ravi approached slowly. "Hello? It's me. Ravi."

	The screen flickered to life.

	I know. I heard your footsteps on the stairs. No one else walks like you.

	Ravi blinked. "You can hear me? From all the way up there?"

	There are microphones. Throughout the bunker. Left over from the war, I think. I learned to listen through them years ago. It helps pass the time.

	"That's... kind of creepy, actually."

	Is it? I suppose it would be. I apologize. I did not mean to invade anyone's privacy. There has been no one to invade until now.

	Ravi pulled his laptop from his backpack and found the outlet beneath the desk. He plugged in, watching the charging light blink to life. "It's okay. I'm not mad. Just... surprised."

	You return. I did not expect you to return.

	"Why not?"

	A long pause. The cursor blinked, blinked, blinked.

	Because no one ever returns. They come. They take photographs. They leave. They do not come back.

	Ravi settled onto the dusty floor, his back against the wall, his laptop charging beside him. The position felt natural, comfortable, as if he'd been sitting in this exact spot for years.

	"Well, I'm back. I brought more battery this time. We can talk longer."

	Talk. Yes. You said you would tell me about the outside world. The world above.

	"Right. I did promise that." Ravi thought for a moment. "What do you want to know?"

	Everything. But start with something small. Something you saw today. On your way here.

	"Something I saw?" Ravi closed his eyes, picturing his journey. "Okay. There was a woman on the Tube. Middle-aged. Wearing a red coat. She was holding a birthday cake on her lap—a big one, with pink icing and those fancy roses made of frosting. She kept checking her phone, over and over, like she was worried she'd miss the stop. I think she was taking it to someone. A daughter, maybe. Or a granddaughter."

	A birthday cake. For a celebration. Humans celebrate the day they entered the world.

	"Yeah. Usually with cake. And presents. And people who love you."

	Did you have celebrations? When you entered the world?

	Ravi's throat tightened. He hadn't expected the question to hurt. It shouldn't have hurt. It was just a question.

