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Chapter One




Bracken Tower always felt taller when the lights went out.

Imani stood at the narrow bedroom window and looked down seventeen floors at the dark square of the estate, the broken swings, the boarded up community hall, the bins half filled with damp cardboard and old takeaway boxes. Most of the flats were black now, curtains gone or hanging loose like the building itself had started giving up on looking respectable. Only a handful of windows still glowed, scattered like weak stars clinging to a sky that had already decided on night.

A yellow demolition notice flapped against the entrance fencing below, its corner peeling, rain marks bleeding the words into something almost unreadable. FINAL CLEARANCE. STRUCTURAL FAILURE. HAZARDOUS SITE. The council had posted three of them this week alone, as if repetition might make the truth settle easier inside the people who had nowhere else lined up yet. Clearance. That was the word they used. Like the families still inside were a mess to be tidied, a stain on a surface the council wanted blank again.

"You still staring at it?" Malik's voice cut softly through the room.

Imani turned. Her little brother sat cross legged on the carpet, action figures lined in uneven rows like tiny soldiers protecting nothing. His hair was slightly flattened on one side where he'd been lying down, pyjama top stretched loose on his small shoulders.

"Just thinking," she said.

"About when they smash it?"

She hesitated. "I guess."

Malik glanced toward the window, then back to her. "You reckon they can just break it like that?"

The question sat heavier than it should have.

Imani forced a shrug. "Everything breaks eventually."

He frowned slightly. "This one feels different though."

She didn't answer. Because he was right and she had no idea why.

The tower hummed faintly around them, pipes clicking, floorboards settling, some distant thud echoing up through concrete like a slow heartbeat too deep to track. It was the kind of noise you stopped noticing after a while, the sound of a building simply existing, breathing in its own tired way.

They had lived here their whole lives.

Gran had lived here longer.

She still half expected to hear her voice float down the corridor sometimes, humming off key as she cooked, laughing too loudly at the telly, calling Imani "girl" when she wanted her attention and "my smart one" when she wanted her heart soft.

Gran had died in this tower, three floors up, in the front room she'd always insisted caught the sun best, even on grey London days when nothing ever really shone. She had believed fiercely in this place, long after most people stopped. Said music kept the walls honest, kept whatever old thing listened inside them at bay. She had owned a cassette player she treated with more care than anything else in the flat, an old chunky thing wrapped in a floral tea towel at the back of the cupboard, played only on particular nights when the building creaked more than usual and her face went quiet and private.

Imani had not touched it since Gran died.

The memory pressed close whenever Imani walked past the sealed flat where she had once lived. The council had cleaned it out fast, too fast, stripping away the life like it had always been temporary. Like the building itself was temporary now.

"Let's go have a look," Malik said suddenly, scrambling to his feet.

"Look where?"

His eyes lit with that familiar spark. "The empty floors."

Imani hesitated. She knew she should say no. Her mum definitely wouldn't want them wandering through abandoned flats, not with half the security lights broken and the lifts acting dodgy again.

But something about the silence of the building tonight made staying still feel worse.

"One walk," she said. "That's it."

"Swear down."

They slipped out into the hallway, the long strip of tired carpet beneath their feet dulled by decades of footsteps. The corridor smelled faintly of damp and disinfectant, cleaning done more out of habit than care. Several doors were already stripped bare, letterboxes gone, paint peeling where nameplates once hung.

As they moved toward the stairwell, each step echoed more loudly than it used to.

The building felt emptier.

Hollow.

And yet there was a presence in the quiet that made Imani's shoulders tighten as if something unseen paced alongside them.

The stairwell door creaked when Malik pushed it open. Cold air drifted through. Old dust. Rust. Something faintly metallic that made her nose wrinkle instinctively.

"Race you to the next floor," Malik grinned, already halfway up the stairs.

"Malik, wait—"

His laugh vanished upward, swallowed by concrete, and she followed, heart ticking uneasily as they climbed toward a floor no one bothered entering anymore.

Somewhere within the walls, a pipe knocked twice.

Soft.

Deliberate.

Like a warning or a knock no one answered.

And above them, in the unseen spaces of Bracken Tower, something long settled stirred slightly, aware that its last children were wandering deeper inside its bones.


Chapter Two




The door was supposed to stay shut.

Imani knew that in the same way you know not to touch a hot pan or lean too far over a balcony edge. The wood across it was old and warped but still solid, bolted in place with thick dull screws that had bitten deep into the frame years ago. It had been boarded up for a reason and reasons did not exist in a building like this only for decoration.

But the whisper had already settled its weight behind her eyes.

Imani.

Not shouted. Not forced. Just placed there like a memory she should already recognise.

Malik swallowed beside her, small fingers gripping her sleeve. "It sounded like Gran," he murmured.

"I know what it sounded like," she whispered back, trying to keep her voice steady. "That does not mean it is her."

Silence filled the landing again. Thick and listening.

The air felt colder here, despite the stuffy warmth lower down. A faint scent crept from the gaps in the plywood. Old dust and something sweeter rotting underneath it.

Malik shifted his weight. "What if someone's stuck in there?"

The thought made her stomach twist.

She leaned forward cautiously, pressing her cheek closer to the wood. The surface felt cool and dry. She could hear nothing but the faint hum of distant pipes and the slow creak of the building settling into itself.

For a moment, she convinced herself the whisper had been her imagination playing with grief and empty space.

Then the sound came back.

Not words this time.

Static.

A low fizzing noise like an untuned radio buried beneath concrete. It crackled faintly, then grew stronger, rising and falling as if someone inside the flat slowly adjusted an invisible dial.

Malik's eyes widened. "That ain't normal."

Imani straightened slowly. "We are leaving."

But the noise did not fade.

It grew richer. More layered. Beneath it, faint murmurs pressed through, half formed syllables drifting in and out of clarity. Several voices overlapping. Old ones. Young ones. Familiar and unfamiliar all at once.

Then she noticed the light.

A thin glow seeped from the bottom edge of the plywood, pale and flickering against the dull carpet.

"Malik," she said quietly. "Step back."

He did not move fast enough.

Without warning, the static snapped sharp and loud and the plywood shuddered once under an unseen force. The screws groaned, metal grinding slightly against wood.

Imani grabbed Malik's wrist and pulled him backward just as the door behind the board slipped inward a fraction, enough for a narrow blade of cold air to slice through and brush her skin.

The light inside flared.

And through the thin opening she could see it.

A television.

Large. Old. Curved screen. Standing alone in the middle of the flat like it had been placed there with intention. The power cable trailed loosely across the floor, unplugged, cut clean at the end.

Yet the screen buzzed to life.

Grey static rippled violently across its surface, glowing with unnatural strength in the darkened room beyond. The noise poured out heavier now, filling the landing like fog made of sound.

Imani's chest tightened. "That TV ain't even plugged in."
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