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Chapter One




Zain had walked past the sealed service door a hundred times without really seeing it.

It sat along the tiled curve of Clapham South station like it belonged to another version of the place, one with quieter rules and deeper lungs. The usual sounds of the Underground pressed in around him, the echo of footsteps, the muffled announcements, the low rumble of trains breathing through the tunnels, but that door never felt part of it. It was older, duller, the surface scuffed and peeling where countless hands had once brushed against it and then thought better.

He stopped in front of it again, rucksack hanging loose off one shoulder, earphones dangling around his neck instead of actually playing anything, phone lit in his palm with a group chat already spiralling out of control.

Clapham Deep eats people.

That was the message Jules had sent, complete with a shaky laughing emoji that did not fully hide her excitement.

Zain glanced down the corridor, then back at the door. A small metal sign sat bolted just above eye level.

RESTRICTED ACCESS. WWII AIR RAID SHELTER.

Half the letters had faded. The rest looked like they had been trying to endure quietly for decades.

His phone buzzed again.

You backing out yeah? Kam wrote. Knew you were chatting nonsense.

Zain felt the familiar prickle of irritation, sharper than it should have been for something so small. He hated that tone, the half teasing, half challenging way his friends pushed when they wanted him to prove something. His thumb hovered over the keypad before he typed back.

I said I’d check it, didn’t I.

Rafi reacted with a wide eyed emoji. Respect if you actually do.

Zain locked the screen and slipped the phone into his pocket, eyes lifting once more to the door. He thought of the stories, the low whispers traded after school, videos shared late at night with captions full of disbelief and bravado. Old shelter. Hidden tunnels. No one comes back the same. He had never fully bought into any of it, not really, but the pull was still there. The curiosity that refused to settle just because logic told it to mind its business.

A train thundered past behind him, warm air brushing his face, carrying the faint scent of metal and damp stone. He swallowed slowly, then leaned closer to the door, pressing his ear lightly to the cold surface.

Nothing at first. Just the dull quiet of old space.

Then, faint but unmistakable, came the sound of breathing. Slow. Measured. Like something deep and patient was resting on the other side.

He pulled back sharply, heart jolting, and that was when he heard Jules’ voice behind him.

"Bro you fully listening to it like it’s gonna chat back."

He turned. Jules stood with one hip cocked, arms folded loosely, curls tied high, eyes bright with the kind of thrill she tried to play off as boredom. Kam leaned beside her, chewing gum aggressively, while Rafi lingered a little further back, gaze scanning the station with quiet unease even though he would never admit it.

"Tell me you didn’t come without us," Jules added, stepping closer. "That’s bad mind."

"I was just checking it out," Zain replied, trying to keep his voice casual, though he could feel his pulse still tapping against his throat.

Kam smirked. "Checking it out or scared to touch it?"

Rafi glanced at the time on his phone and said nothing, which meant more than anything he could have said out loud. He had done this before, smaller places, decommissioned stairwells and bricked-up ticket halls, and he had a rule: twenty minutes maximum. You get in, you look, you get out before the darkness starts feeling familiar.

Zain shot him a look. "You lot acting like you’ve actually done this before."

"Not this door," Jules said, voice dropping slightly as she tilted her head, inspecting the rusted frame. "But there’s mad history down here. My older cousin said these were proper shelters back in the war. People slept down there for months."

Rafi shifted his weight. "They shut them for a reason though."

"Everything gets shut for a reason," Kam replied. "Doesn’t mean it’s not still there."

Zain glanced back at the door, feeling the weight of the moment grow heavier in the fluorescent glow. He thought of the late nights scrolling through urban exploration vids, the shaky footage, the whispered commentary, the comments arguing whether any of it was real. A part of him wanted to keep it that way, half fantasy, half joke, a story to laugh about rather than live.

But here they were. Standing close enough to touch it.

Jules nudged his arm lightly. "You were the one chatting brave in the group. Where’s that energy now?"

He exhaled through his nose. "You lot act like it’s just a door to Nando’s or something."

"Better seasoning though," Kam grinned.

Zain stepped forward before he gave himself too much time to think, fingers curling around the cool metal handle. It was heavier than expected, gritty under his skin, like it had not moved properly in years.

Rafi spoke softly. "If it don’t open, we leave it. Yeah?"

Zain nodded once.

He pulled.

Nothing at first. Then a dull groan echoed through the frame, metal shifting reluctantly as the seal broke with a dry scrape that made the hairs along his arms rise. A thin line of darkness widened, swallowing the dim light behind them as a colder air drifted out, carrying a faint scent of dust, old fabric, and something stale that refused to name itself.

Jules let out a small breath. "Rah."

The opening yawned wider, revealing a narrow concrete stairwell descending into shadow, painted edges flaking, handrails rusted and bowed, everything tilted slightly as if the ground remembered a different alignment.

Zain hesitated at the top step, heart slowing in a way that did not feel normal. The station noise dulled behind them, leaving a cavernous quiet that felt too thick for such a public place.

"Still backing your mouth or what," Kam said, though his voice had lost some of its sharpness now.

Zain swallowed but did not step back. "We’re just looking. That’s it."

Jules grinned, eyes bright. "Down Among Clapham."

"Don’t make it weird," Rafi muttered.

Zain took the first step

Kam checked his watch with a quick flick of his wrist. 11:40. He had told his mum he was at Rafi's. She believed everything until she didn't, and the distance between those two states was exactly the kind of thing that made his chest tight.

Zain took the first step into the shelter.

The temperature dropped almost instantly. The stairwell wrapped around them, swallowing the last of the station light as the door creaked partly shut behind their shoulders. Concrete walls pressed in, covered in faded arrows and peeling notices, some still legible beneath the grime.

NO SMOKING KEEP AISLES CLEAR SHELTER CAPACITY 8000

His trainers scraped softly against the floor, echoing further than they should in such a confined space. Above, the sounds of Clapham dissolved into distant muffles, like the world was already starting to forget them.

Jules switched on her torch, beam slicing through the darkness, illuminating rusted bunk frames and collapsed canvas beds stacked along the corridor. Abandoned suitcases burst open in slow decay, old blankets stiff with age, bits of crockery scattered where people once tried to build fragile versions of normal down here.

"This is mad," she murmured.

Kam whistled softly. "People lived like this?"

Zain reached out, fingers brushing lightly over a faded child's shoe resting against a wall. Dust coated his skin instantly. A strange tightness formed in his chest, not fear exactly, but a heavy awareness of the space they were trespassing through.

Rafi crouched slightly, studying the floor. "There’s fresh marks."

"What you mean fresh," Kam scoffed.

"Look," he said, pointing.

Boot prints cut through the dust, darker and sharper than everything else, leading further down the corridor.
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