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By Andrew Hammond


CRYPT: The Gallows Curse


CRYPT: Traitor’s Revenge




‘We’re coming. The martyrs are awakening. Spirits are gathering. This will be our time…’


In York and London, strange shapes are taking form, emerging from the shadows. And who is the man who lies in a pitch-black room, listening to a voice that seems to speak from the darkness itself? Jud Lester knows that something evil is afoot. He also knows that it can’t be investigated by any normal brand of counter-intelligence… This is a case for CRYPT: a team of elite teenage agents who use their extra sensory perception and arsenal of high-tech gadgets to investigate crimes that the police can’t solve.




For Spud.




GHOSTS ARE THE STUFF OF FICTION, RIGHT?


WRONG.


THE GOVERNMENT JUST DOESN’T WANT YOU TO KNOW ABOUT THEM …


THIS IS THE TOP SECRET CLASSIFIED HISTORY OF CRYPT.


In 2007, American billionaire and IT guru Jason Goode bought himself an English castle; it’s what every rich man needs. He commissioned a new skyscraper too, to be built right in the heart of London. A futuristic cone-shaped building with thirty-eight floors and a revolving penthouse, it would be the new headquarters for his global enterprise, Goode Technology PLC.


He and his wife Tara were looking forward to their first Christmas at the castle with Jamie, their thirteen-year-old son, home from boarding school. It all seemed so perfect.


Six weeks later Goode returned home one night to find a horror scene: the castle lit up with blue flashing lights, police everywhere.


His wife was dead. His staff were out for the night; his son was the only suspect.


Jamie was taken into custody and eventually found guilty of killing his mother. They said he’d pushed her from the battlements during a heated argument. He was sent away to a young offenders’ institution.


But throughout the trial, his claims about what really happened never changed:


‘The ghosts did it, Dad.’


His father had to believe him. From that day on, Jason Goode vowed to prove the existence of ghosts and clear his son’s name.


They said Goode was mad – driven to obsession by the grief of losing his family. Plans for the new London headquarters were put on hold. He lost interest in work. People said he’d given up on life.


But one man stood by him – lifelong friend and eminent scientist Professor Giles Bonati. Friends since their student days at Cambridge, Bonati knew Goode hadn’t lost his mind. They began researching the science of disembodied spirits.


Not only did they prove scientifically how ghosts can access our world, they uncovered a startling truth too: that some teenagers have stronger connections to ghosts than any other age group. They have high extrasensory perception (ESP), which means they can see ghosts where others can’t.


So was Jamie telling the truth after all?


Goode and Bonati set up the Paranormal Investigation Team (PIT), based in the cellars of Goode’s private castle. It was a small experimental project at first, but it grew. Requests came in for its teenage agents to visit hauntings across the region.


But fear of the paranormal was building thanks to the PIT. Hoax calls were coming in whenever people heard a creak in the attic. Amateur ghost hunters began to follow the teenagers and interfere with their work. But it didn’t stop there. Goode and Bonati quickly discovered a further truth – something which even they had not bargained for. As more and more people pitched up at hauntings to watch the agents in action, so the ghosts became stronger. It seemed as though the greater the panic and hysteria at a scene, the more powerful the paranormal activity became. There was no denying it: the ghosts fed off human fear.


So where would this lead?


To prevent the situation from escalating out of control, Goode was ordered to disband the PIT and stop frightening people. Reporters tried to expose the team as a fraud. People could rest easy in their beds – there was no such thing as ghosts. Goode had to face the awful truth that his son was a liar – and a murderer. The alternative was too frightening for the public to accept.


So that’s what they were told.


But in private, things were quite different. Goode had been approached by MI5.


The British security services had been secretly investigating paranormal incidents for years. When crimes are reported without any rational human explanation, MI5 must explore all other possibilities, including the paranormal. But funding was tight and results were limited.


Maybe teenagers were the answer.


So they proposed a deal. Goode could continue his paranormal investigations, but to prevent more hoax calls and widespread panic, he had to do so under the cover and protection of MI5.


They suggested the perfect venue for this joint operation – Goode’s London headquarters. The skyscraper was not yet finished. There was still time. A subterranean suite of hi-tech laboratories could be built in the foundations. A new, covert organisation could be established – bigger and better than before, a joint enterprise between Goode Technology and the British security services.


But before Jason Goode agreed to the plan, he made a special request of his own. He would finish the building, convert the underground car park into a suite of laboratories and living accommodation, allow MI5 to control operations, help them recruit the best teenage investigators they could find and finance any future plans they had for the organisation – all in return for one thing.


He wanted his son back.


After weeks of intense secret negotiations, the security services finally managed to broker the deal: provided he was monitored closely by the Covert Policing Command at Scotland Yard, and, for his own protection, was given a new identity, Jamie could be released. For now.


The deal was sealed. The Goode Tower was finished – a landmark piece of modern architecture, soaring above the Thames. And buried discreetly beneath its thirty-eight floors was the Covert Response Youth Paranormal Team.


The CRYPT. Its motto: EXSPECTA INEXSPECTATA. Expect the unexpected.


Jamie Goode was released from custody and is now the CRYPT’s most respected agent.


And his new identity?


Meet Jud Lester, paranormal investigator.




CHAPTER 1


THURSDAY 9 JUNE: 11.57 P.M.


BOOTHAM, YORK


The man stared at the ceiling and allowed his eyes to trace the familiar route map of cracks that wove through the tobacco stains and patches of mould above him.


A clock on the far side of his apartment ticked its way through another monotonous minute, just as it did every time he lay down to wait for the spirit.


How many times had he done this? How much of his life had he spent lying waiting, watching the spiders crawl. Is that what they do? Crawl? he asked himself.


Or is crawling what four-legged creatures do?


Do they creep instead?


‘Jesus, who cares!’ he said aloud.


The stillness was disturbed before the tick-tocking resumed.


The man focused on his own breathing. He could always tell when he’d had a coffee too late in the day. He could feel the rapid rhythm bouncing in his ears and his breathing was unusually fast for someone lying down doing nothing.


Always nothing. Just waiting. He glanced over at the wardrobe, the rug and the floorboards beneath, where the old petrol can lay hidden. Was he about to use it again? Was carnage on its way? He prayed not.


At times like these he was no longer a conscious, thinking person. A receptacle, that’s all. An empty vessel waiting to be topped up again with the regular dose of … of what?


What was it? And where did it come from?


The spirit had been reaching to him since he could first remember – since he was a boy – clouding his decisions, shaping his ambitions. Owning him.


He closed his eyes and relived the moment again – that first time he’d ever heard the voice. It was so clear. Even now, twenty-five years later – twenty-five years of sharing his life with this uninvited guest – the hairs on the back of his neck prickled at the thought of it. That first, terrifying moment when the voice had penetrated through his little skull and on into the private recesses of his head. He didn’t know why or how or where it had come from; he only knew he wanted it to stop.


But it didn’t. And it kept coming back, kept influencing him. Sometimes it seemed like he had no free will – like his life was already mapped out for him.


As a kid, his parents had told him he was ‘dreaming again’. He’d thought at the time that perhaps they were right, because the voice only came at night, and had always been silenced by the morning.


But now, as a man, living in a bachelor flat, his parents dead and his girlfriend gone, there was no one to tell him it was a dream any more. No one to stroke his blond hair and place a cold flannel across his brow.


He shrugged away the self-pity and tried to empty his mind of thoughts, ready for his guest.


He waited silently, the clock ticking like footsteps.


And slowly the voice came.


‘Tonight is our time, little one,’ it whispered, still using the same name from way back. It had always done that. ‘Tonight. You’ll silence him for ever and our quest will begin in earnest.’


‘How, master?’ said the man.


No reply.


‘How shall I silence him? Tell me!’


‘Ashes to ashes …’ came the reply.


The man heaved a sigh. He knew what that meant. Just like before. Just like every time. The spirit’s obsession had never abated.


Burn him to death.


The smell of petrol always lingered in the man’s nostrils for days afterwards. And he could smell it on his fingertips, especially when eating.


He’d hoped it would be different tonight. He’d clung to the faint possibility that the victim could be dispatched differently this time. Not burning again.


At least it was only the smell of petrol that lingered. The man had usually disappeared well before the stench of burning flesh could ever reach him.


That pleasure was for the firemen. The poor souls whose job it was to go in and remove the blackened bodies.


No, the smell of charred skin would be too much for the man. Besides, if he’d hung around long enough to smell them burning, chances were he’d have been caught.


But he had often wondered. As a kid, he’d once thrown a frog on a barbecue and pressed it down with a fork until it gave its last croak. He remembered the smell vividly.


Was that what chargrilled people smelled like? Dead frog?


‘Hurry, little one.’ The spirit’s voice shook the man from his pondering. ‘The night is on us and the flames of hell are rising. We must dispatch him tonight.’


Whether it was the frog or the whisky or the fact that he hadn’t slept properly for three days the man wasn’t sure, but he just couldn’t face it this time. The thought of slipping out into the dark, for another kill? Not tonight.


‘Why, master?’ he whispered into the empty room. ‘Why tonight? I don’t understand why I have to …’


He trailed off. The pain was coming. He should have known it would. Whenever he’d shown disobedience in the past, he’d felt the same sensation – a sharp, agonising jab, like a dagger piercing into his flesh. But he never knew where it would enter his weak body. The spirit liked to surprise.


A blood-red stain seeped slowly on to the cream duvet just beneath his right thigh. He was leaking again. Just like before. And as the blood ran from his veins, so his courage ran with it.


Why he’d been the one chosen all those years ago he didn’t know. What he’d done in a past life to deserve it he could only imagine. All he knew now was that he belonged to the spirit, and he had the scars to prove it. His body was peppered with lesions from past moments of defiance. Would he never learn?


He grabbed his leg and pressed hard to stop the flow.


‘I’m sorry, master!’ he pleaded. ‘Leave me! I’ll do it. I will, I’ll—’


‘Rest, little one. Calm your head. I know you, better than you know yourself. I’ve watched you grow. And tonight is another step on our journey together – a journey that will end in triumph. You know it. And we shall reward you. Fear not. You are part of a much greater plan – so great it lies beyond your comprehension. But you will share in its glory.’


The man had heard the same speech many times before. But the crimson stains were spreading and his leg was paralysed with pain.


‘I’ll go now, master,’ he said weakly. ‘Please. Let me prepare.’


‘Then our quest continues, little one. I shall return on the morrow, to hear the good news.’


He was alone again. The searing pain in his leg slowly eased.


He rose gently and limped to his chest of drawers. He fished around inside for the screwdriver.


Then he moved to the wardrobe. He put his shoulder to it, pushed sideways, and the old beer-stained rug beneath it ruckled, revealing dark, dusty floorboards. He jabbed the screwdriver down between two boards and one came loose. He lifted it up.


There was the old can inside the felt bag. And the familiar smell. God knows he’d tried to wipe away the residue. He was fastidious in his cleaning every time, but there was always a trace, and it was enough to release the petrol vapours as soon as the floorboard was lifted.


He had to be more careful this time. Wipe the can clean.


Wipe it. Wipe it hard.


He shuffled to the kitchenette, precious can in hand, refusing to turn and face the bloodstained bed – evidence of another battle of wills lost. He’d deal with that when he returned. God knows he’d got used to washing away his own blood.


Reaching to the back of the cutlery drawer, he found the matches.


Moments later, hood up, the man left the building and entered the dimly lit street.




CHAPTER 2


FRIDAY 10 JUNE: 2.03 A.M.


HUNTINGTON, YORK


Flames licked up the banisters, engulfing the stairwell in pungent smoke from the petrol-soaked furniture below. With the smoke alarms disabled, the doors and windows locked shut and the whole place drenched in fuel, the man made for the door. Job done.


Sweating profusely, and choking from the fumes, he went to open the latch but had not seen the umbrella stand by the door. His leg caught it and he went down on the hard tile floor. As he landed, the petrol can slipped from his hand. The top had not been screwed securely and petrol spat over his chest from the open can.


Within seconds he was alight.


Frantically he staggered to his feet, threw off his hoodie and began pounding his chest furiously with the sleeves of his shirt. The pain was excruciating. But he had to get out of the house.


Still alight, head down, he grabbed the smoking hoodie, ran from the place and launched himself on to the wet grass outside.


The flames went out with a sizzle but the pain continued to rip through the man’s chest. In agony, but acutely aware that without his hoodie he was now visible to the whole neighbourhood, he stood up, ran to the alleyway across the road and into the shadows of the park beyond.


Back in the house, doused in petrol, his victim never made it downstairs.




CHAPTER 3


FIVE YEARS LATER


TUESDAY 2 NOVEMBER: 7.01 P.M.


HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT,
LONDON


‘So what’s the problem?’


‘I saw someone down in the basement.’


‘There’s nothin’ unusual in that, Kev,’ said Mike. ‘There’s always someone down there. Probably working on the pipes. You know what the heating’s like in this place.’


‘I’ve checked the record,’ said Kev. ‘There was no one scheduled to do any work in that area today. Look, just wait, will you. Watch this. You’ll see.’


‘See what?’ Mike was getting impatient. He’d just started his shift and was waiting for Kevin to sign off and leave him in peace. He’d got his coffee, his new magazine and his iPod. He was hoping for a quiet night.


The two men were squeezed into one of several security cabins flanking the rear gates to Westminster. Kevin looked tired and jaded from staring at the bank of screens all day. There were muffin crumbs and empty crisp packets scattered across the desk – the usual discarded clutter from one of his shifts. Kevin had a reputation for ‘eating for England’ to relieve the monotony of the job, and at seventeen stone his weight did little to counter the rumours. The chair creaked under him.


He was glad Mike had arrived to take over the shift, and was looking forward to getting home for a good dinner, but he just had to show someone what he’d just seen. He needed a second opinion. It had been so strange after all. Had the job finally got to him and he was now seeing things?


The work was monotonous but well paid. And he’d been there fifteen years this year, though the place was unrecognisable compared with back then. Since the global threat of terrorism had engulfed the country, the dark security buildings surrounding the Houses of Parliament had been constantly added to so that the complex now resembled a village in silhouette, surrounded by a maze of black concrete barriers. And at the centre of it all, still untouched, the gothic masterpiece – the vision of architect Charles Barry. The home of democracy.


Mike glanced disappointedly at the computer keyboard and the empty packet of Wotsits beside it. The keys were sprinkled with a cheesy dust.


‘Come on, Kev, what’re you tryin’ to show me?’


‘You’ll see.’


‘Where’s the clock, by the way?’


‘What d’you mean?’ said Kevin.


‘You know, the digital timer in the corner of the screen. It’s not there.’


‘Yeah, I know. It’s weird. It hasn’t worked all day. Anyway, it doesn’t matter – you wait till you see this, Mike.’


Kev released his orange fingertip from the skip button and the action returned to normal pace. There was definitely someone there. Down in the basement, below Central Lobby.


‘Big deal,’ said Mike. ‘So someone’s down there. How long have you been working here, Kev? Honestly, sometimes it seems like I’m the experienced one and you’re the new guy.’


Kevin smiled to himself. He knew what was coming.


‘Just wait,’ he said.


The images became pixelated at times and occasionally the screen flickered. There seemed to be some sort of electrical disturbance down there. But they could both see the shape of a man moving about. He had his back to the camera. It was hard to make him out, but it wasn’t a particularly unusual sight. Both men had often watched engineers doing their thing in the basement. This seemed no different. And access was strictly limited, so it couldn’t have been anyone else. The flickering seemed strange, but nothing alarming.


‘Like I said, Kev, probably just inspecting the pipes or somethin’.’


‘But—’


‘Yeah, don’t tell me,’ said Mike. ‘You said there’s no record of it in the work book, but he probably just thought he’d inspect that area while he was down there. I can’t see his face from this angle, but I bet it’s one of the regular guys. And his equipment’s probably interfering with the CCTV. So what? Look, Kev, if you don’t mind, I really wanna get set up for tonight. You can clock off now. There’s a programme on the radio about to start and I—’


Mike stopped. And stared at the screen.


‘Holy shit,’ he said. ‘How did he do that?’




CHAPTER 4


TUESDAY 2 NOVEMBER: 8.01 P.M.


ALL SAINTS CHURCH, YORK


The icy wind was whipping up again, and Fiona pulled her coat tight into her chest. Her red hair was blowing across her aquiline face and a droplet of water was forming on the end of her nose. She watched her step carefully. The old pavements were uneven at the best of times, but with a light covering of snow on them, slowly freezing now in the night air, they were especially hazardous. Her work shoes didn’t help, but her boots would have looked stupid with the skirt she’d chosen for work that morning. Vanity won over safety every time.


Coppergate was quiet tonight. Maybe it was the weather, she thought. It really was bitterly cold. Everyone would be safely tucked up at home by now, in front of their TV sets, mugs of cocoa in their hands (or a gin and tonic in Fiona’s case). But it had been a chaotic day, with back-to-back clients all morning, and then a case in court in the afternoon, which meant she hadn’t even started to catch up on her correspondence until teatime. No wonder she was running late.


She walked on against the wind, in the direction of the car park down on Stonebow.


Just time for one quick fag.


She stopped to fish for her cigarettes in the trendy but oversized tote bag that went everywhere with her.


Rooting through its random contents trying to find her lighter too, she dropped her phone on the floor. Thank goodness she’d just bought that fancy case – the one her kids had teased her about. She’d known it was worth having.


She stooped to pick it up.


Cigarettes located, she placed one to her lips and tried to light it on the move. The wind kept extinguishing the flame within seconds. She stopped, and cupped her hands around the lighter, cradling the bright flame.


She sucked on the cigarette, inhaled her first lungful of smoke of the day, and pocketed the lighter again.


Her green eyes were blinded momentarily by the brightness of the flame. But then, as they readjusted to the light, she saw something that made her stop.


And scream.


The handbag fell from her arm, spewing its contents across the ground as it dropped. A lipstick rolled into the road.


For a second Fiona stood there incredulous. Frozen to the spot. Then she regained her survival instinct and turned to run. But her foot slid out from under her on the slippery pavement and she dropped like a stone on to her back. Her head struck the edge of the kerb as she fell.


She was out cold.


A few steps ahead, outside All Saints Church, was a figure.


It wasn’t walking purposefully. It was staggering aimlessly around the small garden, bumping into the solid oak door and crashing into the stone porch.


But it wasn’t the reckless actions of the figure that had frightened Fiona.


It was the fact that it was headless.




CHAPTER 5


TUESDAY 2 NOVEMBER: 8.16 P.M.


WESTMINSTER, LONDON


The evening traffic was heavy down Victoria Embankment. Jud wove the Fireblade around the taxis and cars like a slalom. Strands of black hair tickled his eyes as they stared through the dark visor.


He felt impatient, as usual. Bonati rarely gave much information away when he sent agents on an investigation. He liked them to arrive with an open mind and let their ESP work its magic free of influence and speculation. Besides, it was dangerous if the agents arrived at a haunting already fearful. Of course, the CRYPT training programme tried to help them combat fear, but there was always a chance it would seep uninvited into their veins en route.


Bonati had always suspected that ghosts not only harnessed electromagnetism and static electricity in a room, they fed off something else too – human fear. And eventually he’d managed to prove it.


It had taken many months of field research at real-life hauntings to get the kind of solid, reliable data needed – and now he and Jason Goode were confident in their conclusion. The more fear expressed at a haunting, the more powerful the ghosts seemed to be. When human fear was rife, the radiation levels recorded by their field equipment were off the scale. And this meant more energy for the ghosts to harness. You could say the ghosts fed off human fear.


It was another reason why the work of the CRYPT had to remain undercover. They’d known for years that too many humans at a location interfered with their equipment – it rendered their data useless. But to discover that human fear itself – when expressed by too many people crowded into one place – actually strengthened the very ghosts they were investigating, well, Bonati knew it was a breakthrough.


So he was always keen to prevent fear from spreading, not only in the public at large, but among his agents too.


He’d said to Jud, ‘Get down to the Houses of Parliament. I want you to go and watch some TV!’


Jud had replied facetiously that watching television was precisely what he and Luc had been doing at the time. And what was so special about the televisions at Westminster anyway? But the professor hadn’t appreciated his humour. The film would have to wait.


The patchy details he’d gleaned from Bonati about this sighting in the basement amounted to no more than a security guard not doing his job properly – at least it seemed that way to Jud. Of course he knew there’d be more to it than that. Bonati was no fool.


But why did the calls always seem to come in when Jud was relaxing with friends? Why not in the middle of a boring meeting or an equipment demonstration or one of the countless training sessions that agents had to endure every week at the CRYPT?


The training programme for all recruits was rigorous and demanding. It was like a boot camp for the mind.


Each week an experienced agent – or skull, as they were affectionately known – was paired up with a new recruit, or zombie, and together they’d face a new challenge – a simulated haunting that would test their powers of extrasensory perception as well as their skills in taking readings, photographing and recording scenes, interpreting data and researching the past lives of the deceased.


Jason Goode, global entrepreneur and technology guru, spared no expense when it came to staging the simulated hauntings in the SPA rooms on the lowest floor of the underground CRYPT. Agents loved telling zombies to meet them in the ‘spa’ down in Sector 3. All thoughts of jacuzzis, facial treatments and massages quickly vanished when they realised what the Simulated Paranormal Activity rooms actually offered.


Knowing that whatever was coming at you in those rooms was not a real ghost but only a simulation did nothing to calm your nerves. It always seemed so real, so vivid and so frightening, it was hard trying to convince your senses they were being fooled.


Physical injuries were never sustained, of course – Bonati made sure of that – but assaults on the agents’ senses were as powerful as they were unpredictable. It toughened them up.


Jud had endured many sessions in the SPA rooms, each one as unpredictable as the next. They always reminded him of the CRYPT motto, ‘EXSPECTA INEXSPECTATA’; ‘Expect the unexpected’.


And here he was again, en route to another real haunting, braced and ready for the unexpected. You never knew what you’d find. Each assignment was different.


The halogen headlights swung across the base of Big Ben and on towards Parliament Square. Sharp left into St Margaret Street, and soon Jud could see the long lines of concrete barriers leading to Victoria Tower, the tallest part of the Houses of Parliament. Strange how a building with towers over three hundred feet tall can be protected by a four-foot wall, thought Jud, as he slowly pulled the Fireblade up to the black security offices and dismounted.


A senior officer from Special Operations 17, Palace of Westminster Division (the branch of the Met responsible for security at the Houses of Parliament) took Jud into the nearest security cabin, where Kevin and Mike were still staring at the screens.


‘This is Mr Lester,’ said the officer. ‘He’s here to ask you some questions.’


Looks about twelve, thought Kevin. ‘Oh, right,’ he said, trying to hide his surprise. ‘And why is he—’


‘We don’t need questions from you. We need answers. Just show him the tape, please.’


Jud could sense there’d been an argument in the room already. He guessed this wasn’t the first time voices had been raised tonight. An intruder in the basement at Westminster represented a serious breach of security, and someone would pay.


But he still failed to see why he’d been invited to join this little spat.


‘You’ll be touring the basement with us shortly,’ said the officer, ‘but first, I think you need to watch this.’


Kevin had already prepared the CCTV footage. He pressed play once again, and Jud watched the screen. It looked like any other industrial basement: pipes and electrical wiring; generators and boilers; air-conditioning units with giant metal pipes feeding from them and disappearing down the long corridor in the centre of the screen.


And then Jud saw the figure come into view.


It was obviously a man, his back to the camera, shuffling around.


‘So this is it?’ he said.


‘Yeah. That’s him.’


‘OK,’ said Jud, becoming impatient. ‘So you’ve had an intruder. And you’ve already checked and there shouldn’t have been an engineer in that area today. So you don’t know who he is. It’s a serious breach, I can see that, but I don’t—’


‘Sorry,’ the officer interrupted, ‘I think you should just wait a moment. Keep watching.’


Jud sighed and stared back at the screen. He slumped in the chair and wished he was back at the CRYPT with Luc, finishing the action film they’d started watching.


And then he sat upright. He’d seen it: the reason why the CRYPT had been called; the reason why this was no ordinary breach of security.


The dark figure shuffling around in the basement had stopped momentarily, turned and then passed straight through the wall.




CHAPTER 6


TUESDAY 2 NOVEMBER: 8.41 P.M.


BRIDGE STREET, YORK


Blue flashing lights swept across the Piccolino Ristorante window as an ambulance raced past in the direction of Coppergate. Simon Thacker, MP, helped himself to another glass of Chianti.


‘So, how’s the new job, Simon?’ asked Barry, the local party chairman.


Barry had been a stalwart of the York Conservatives for thirty years. In that time, there hadn’t been one event he’d missed, from leaflet dropping and canvassing across the city to fund-raising events and party meetings. Barry had seen it all.


And he’d seen his fair share of MPs and candidates in that time too. There was Sarah Barstow, a local businesswoman who’d risen to prominence in the 1980s and then suffered a heavy defeat to Labour; David Miller, who had a brief spell as local candidate but had never won the seat; Raj Chander, who fought well and won a majority before famously defecting to the Lib Dems, and then the most prominent of them all, Brian Maxwell, MP for York and Justice Minister – until his untimely death in 2005. Barry could remember receiving news of his death as if it were only yesterday. The phone call from Brian’s sister had woken him early that morning, and through her tears she’d told him Brian was dead.


And then the by-election, and the rise of the young man seated before him, Simon Thacker. Thacker had been a member of the Young Conservatives ever since he’d been old enough to join. Barry knew his parents well, and young Simon had viewed Barry as his mentor through those early years. Like Barry, Simon had not missed an opportunity to evangalise about the party and the Tory vision (which changed with the times, of course).


But now Simon had grown from young Tory mascot to serious politician. And here he was, a few weeks into his first junior ministerial post – Police Minister.


‘So come on then, Simon,’ said Barry cheerfully. ‘Tell us how the plans are going.’


The others listened eagerly. Mary Foxton, local party treasurer, and Nigel McGrath, party secretary, both shared Barry’s pride in their new boss and marvelled at Simon’s meteoric rise from newly elected MP to junior minister.


Having known Simon since he was a boy, Barry knew that he harboured a fascination not only for Westminster politics, but for the buildings too. He talked of little else. Barry had arranged for him to have tours of the Houses of Parliament more times than he cared to remember, and on each occasion Simon had been transfixed by the architecture.


Of course, Simon knew exactly what Barry meant by ‘plans’. The State Opening of Parliament was just days away, and as Police Minister, Simon’s diary had been filled with meetings and conference calls with the various security forces who guarded the House and the legions of civil servants who were responsible for the administration of the place, under the watchful eye of the Black Rod. The House Authorities, as they were known by MPs, could be officious at the best of times, but when a royal event loomed, some were downright obstructive.


‘Going well, thanks,’ Simon said. ‘Busy, but we’re nearly there. The security forces are happy. Rehearsals are under way, and I think even Black Rod’s satisfied. He’s a fussy customer.’


‘And so he should be!’ said Barry. ‘It’s an important office he holds. His head’s on the block if anything goes wrong … Do you remember when I took you to the State Opening back in ’87?’


‘How could I forget!’ said Simon.


It had been the most amazing event he’d ever witnessed. The pomp and ceremony, the pageantry, the robes, and of course the strange customs adhered to: that moment when Black Rod, representing the House of Lords, approached the House of Commons only to have the door flung in his face as a sign of the MPs’ independence. The young Simon had loved it all, and had vowed to be part of this weird world one day.


‘The Sergeant at Arms in the Commons keeps winding up Black Rod. It’s like a scene from a historic comedy sometimes. Honestly, Barry, how those people ever make a decision I don’t know. My police guys just sit and watch and chuckle.’


‘Yeah, but you love it, Simon, don’t you!’ said Mary Foxton.


‘Certainly do,’ he replied, smiling. ‘I tell you, meetings at the House are more enjoyable than most meetings at Scotland Yard!’


‘I’m sure,’ said Nigel. ‘Police Minister’s a good job, though. You’ve done well, Simon.’


‘It’s only a junior ministerial post,’ said Simon. ‘But it’s a rung on the ladder. You watch. Onwards and upwards from here.’


They raised their glasses to that. Thacker was certainly the most energetic and ambitious of all the York MPs they’d served. It seemed like he’d been born to be a politician. He’d thought and talked of nothing else since that trip in 1987.


Their starters arrived and they tucked in. Simon regaled them with more tales from Whitehall. They always enjoyed his regular updates. The fierce debates at Westminster, the back-stabbing and the whispering in the corridors outside, and the revelry in the clubs and inns that fed off the MPs’ less respectable habits.


Outside, the blue lights returned as the ambulance flashed past again in the opposite direction, carrying a shocked and terrified woman from All Saints.




CHAPTER 7


TUESDAY 2 NOVEMBER: 9.03 P.M.


HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT,
LONDON


The old metal lift juddered to a halt and the doors clattered open. Jud stared out at the mass of pipes and joists and metal fencing that lined the walls of the basement below Central Lobby.


‘Come on,’ said Kevin. ‘The CCTV captured the figure in the sewage ejector room. It’s this way.’


‘The what?’ said Jud quizzically. This didn’t sound like it was going to be fun. ‘Did you say sewage ejector?’ It wasn’t what he’d had in mind when Bonati had told him he was going to the Palace of Westminster.


‘Yeah, ’fraid so.’


An engineer appeared from a corridor to Jud’s right.


‘It’s OK, I’ll take him from here. I was told you were coming down.’


‘It’s all right, I don’t mind,’ said Kevin, stopping. ‘I know where it is.’


‘No, you might as well get back. I’m down here anyway,’ said the engineer.


Kevin shrugged his shoulders and returned to the lift. ‘See you later then.’


‘I’m Jones. Neil Jones,’ said the engineer, turning to Jud and extending a hand. He wore heavy-rimmed glasses with lenses that made his eyes look tiny. Jud wondered if he’d never heard of contact lenses. ‘I’m one of the senior engineers on site. They said you wanted to take some readings?’


‘Er, yeah, please,’ Jud replied, omitting to give his name.


‘What’s this all about then? You an engineer as well, are you?’


‘No, I work for the police,’ said Jud. ‘Ballistics. Fingerprints, you know.’


‘Oh, I see. So this imposter then, huh? How did he get in? Or out? It’s weird. I mean, the place is locked up. Access is always limited to just a few of us.’


Jud was relieved – the man’s questions proved he’d not been told about the strange way the figure had vanished through the wall. At least that had remained a secret. For now, he thought.


‘Look, do you mind?’ said Jud politely. ‘It’s just that I tend to work alone, you see. Fewer distractions. I’d prefer just to get on with it. The security guard said something about the sewage ejector room?’


‘Oh yeah, of course,’ said Jones. ‘I’ll show you where it is and then leave you to it. I’m due to clock off soon anyway. Just remember your way back, yeah? You don’t wanna get lost down here!’


Jud nodded and followed him into a long, narrow corridor running from the Central Lobby’s basement.


‘This is the main pipe shaft,’ said Jones. ‘It was built years ago to help with ventilation for the rooms above. It connects via some vents to a vertical shaft that runs the full height of Victoria Tower. It takes in clean air from the top of the tower and sends it down these pipes, then the air is funnelled up into the Central Lobby and offices above us.’


Jud stared at the rows of pipes along both sides of the narrow corridor. Above him were miles of trunking carrying electrical wiring. The place was like some hi-tech rabbit warren.


‘It’s amazing,’ he said. ‘I mean, to think, all those statues and fancy chambers above us, and then you’ve got this ugly maze of metal pipes and wiring below. It’s like being on a submarine. You’d never think it when you’re up there.’


‘Yeah, it might look like a museum in the House – especially with some of the old fossils that work there – but down here you might as well be inside a factory. There’s fifteen miles of pipes, you know. Different ones for heating and air-conditioning and water. It’s quite a feat of engineering.’


They walked on, and Jones led Jud into a large square room lined with stained white tiles. In the middle was a giant metal sphere.


‘That’s the sewage ejector. Gets rid of the foul smells in this place.’


‘Yeah,’ said Jud, smiling. ‘Full of shit, these politicians, aren’t they?’


Jones laughed. ‘It’s over a hundred years old, that thing. Lasted well, though.’


Jud continued to glance around the room and recognised the stretch of wall and mass of pipes that he’d seen on the CCTV footage in Kevin’s office.


‘So this is where the man was spotted?’


‘Apparently so,’ said Jones. ‘I’ve been working at the other end of the basement all day, haven’t been down here, but that’s what they say. I don’t know how he got in here, I really don’t.’


‘Thanks,’ said Jud. ‘You don’t need to stay. I’ll find my own way back.’


‘Sure?’


‘Yeah, no worries,’ said Jud. ‘You can get back to what you were doing at the other end. I’m fine here, honest.’


Jones wandered back down the main pipe shaft, his whistles echoing around the metallic pipes and blending with the pounding of his footsteps on the stone floor. He was glad to be able to knock off shortly. It had been a long day.


As the sound of the man’s whistling faded to nothing, Jud felt relieved to be alone at last. The only sound was the steady hum of the metal machinery that surrounded him, and the irregular trickle of water down distant pipes.


He took off his backpack and began emptying its contents on to the floor: the Tri-Axis 333 EMF meter, the Geiger counter, the electrostatic locator and his motion detector. His precious EM neutraliser would remain in the bag. He didn’t want to run the risk of losing it – there were times in the past when he’d misplaced it but not realised until the moment he’d needed it most. He wasn’t about to lose it again.


After setting the instruments down on the tiled floor, he stood up to look around. His dark eyes scanned the room with robotic efficiency. Even with all his equipment, he knew that his first line of defence was his extrasensory perception. With Jones gone, he was now free to clear his mind and take in the atmosphere alone. Just the way he liked it.


There was energy in this room – and emotion too. Jud could feel it. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


There was a palpable anger, a bitterness of some kind.


It was rare for Jud’s ESP to scare him, but he had to admit that down here in this room, there was a ferociousness to the atmosphere that he’d never experienced before. As though the air itself was angry.


He breathed in again and ran his hand along a metal pipe. His thin, artistic fingers jolted as a surge of static electricity jabbed into them. There was a clear residue of something here. He grabbed the hand-held electrostatic locator and switched it on. The readings were high. He pressed the ‘quick zero’ function to repeat the test, and again the needle soared. He’d expected above-average readings, given all the equipment down here, but this was way higher than he’d anticipated.


He knew he’d not been imagining it. Bonati had told him enough times that just as ghosts could leave a residue of electrostatic energy on the objects surrounding them, so too could they leave a residue of emotion in the air. It didn’t disappear instantly; it hung like a fog.


Jud had often pondered the origins of emotion. Where did it begin? It was often said that it started in the heart, but you could feel it in the pit of your stomach. And when it passed into the air, as it always did (he’d walked in on enough fights between his parents to know that emotion could linger in the air), how did it leave the body? Did it pass through the skin like sweat? Did humans radiate emotion like they radiated heat?


Whichever entity had given off this emotion down here in the depths of Westminster, it was certainly lingering. There was no doubting Jud’s powers of perception. He could feel the resentment, the bitterness.


Or was it some kind of desire for revenge? Was that what it was?


He steadied himself and listened. At moments like these he was doing more than listening – or watching or smelling, or any other of the usual senses. It was tuning in – going beyond listening, to engage with the world on a deeper level.


And as he continued sensing, the initial anger he’d perceived altered. Was it revenge? Or was it suffering? He could feel both – they were not, after all mutually exclusive. Suffering often led to feelings of revenge.


But why here? Why now? If the figure in the picture had indeed been a spirit, why was it here, and emitting such strong feelings? He thought of the eccentric, power-crazy politicians this place had seen over the years – and the amount of fighting and back-stabbing that must have gone on. There was no doubting there would be deceased politicians who might not be resting so peacefully – but revenge? And at such high levels?


He picked up his Geiger counter and moved to the stretch of wall he’d seen the figure pass through. It was a part of the room clear of pipes – just a wall of faded white tiles. He pointed the Geiger probe at the tiles and slowly moved it up and down. A series of clicks began emitting from the main unit – proving that there were levels of ionising radiation here. The clicks increased and decreased in volume as Jud moved the probe around. The levels were certainly highest in the stretch of wall where the figure had appeared to pass through. Jud knew it was entirely possible for a spirit to pass through a wall and leave traces of ionised plasma behind.


But it must have entered peacefully and then been angered by something once inside. As Jud was aware, ghosts could pass through walls as non-conflict plasma provided the electrical current was low. Professor Bonati had shown in experiments that spirits were made up of ionised plasma and that the electrical current passing through the plasma could be raised by the spirit’s own emotions. If a spirit was at peace, the plasma could pass through solid barriers, but if it was angered, the levels were raised and the ionised plasma would become opaque and eventually harden.


So if a ghost was in here earlier, something must have angered it once it had entered. Then, just as it had arrived peacefully, it must have left once this emotion had abated. But what or who was here?


And why?


Jud stopped.


What was that?


He spun around. There was a whisper. He was sure he’d heard it. Was someone or something communicating with him?


He set his instruments down again and closed his eyes.


Come on, listen. He told himself.


Slowly the whisper returned. A low, guttural kind of croak, its words indistinguishable but recognisable as speech of some kind. Jud concentrated and felt another surge of anger seeping in through his invisible antennae. The strange noise settled into a regular rhythm – a mantra of the same words repeated.


‘Martyrs … for the martyrs caritatis …’


Jud opened his eyes and glanced quickly back at the wall.


There was a face coming through the tiles.


He fell backwards with shock, crashing into the great metal sphere that housed the sewage ejector. His spine struck solid metal and he winced in pain as he dropped to the floor.


It was a pale, lifeless face, translucent at times passing through the solid wall, but now becoming visible. Jud looked down and saw the rest of the ghost’s body passing through. It was almost like a projection – a cloudy image but getting more opaque by the second. He could see the outline of a long dark coat and heavy boots.


Should he reach for the EM neutraliser?


He decided not yet. CRYPT protocol stated clearly that you shouldn’t use your neutraliser the moment you saw a ghost. You had to see what was entering first. And try to understand why it was there.


He stepped back and watched the whole image emerge.


It was the same figure as the one he’d spotted on the CCTV. It had to be. As the plasma hardened and the shape came into view, he could see it was the body of a man. The ionised atoms were trying to assemble themselves into a solid shape.


But it just wasn’t setting.


Though Jud had witnessed countless paranormal visions, he couldn’t stop his heart from racing now. This was surely the most chilling sight he’d seen. It wasn’t just the intensity of the ghost’s piercing eyes that shocked him – he’d seen this before and knew that the eyes offered a window straight into a spirit’s emotions; it was the way the face was shifting and contorting, shrunken one moment and then hideously swollen the next. The eyes widened, then tightened; the jaws sank, then rose up, and the head, buried beneath a shock of brown hair and covered in dark bristles, was stretching and constricting like an image in a hall of mirrors.


The speed with which a spirit assumes the ghostly shape of the body it once occupied in life is usually quite fast. The electromagnetism it emits attracts the ionised plasma in a uniform way, following the original outline of its body. Like a blueprint. But this was different. It was more fluid. And it shifted and pulverised to produce hideous images of a misshapen human.


As the ghost formed in front of him, reality struck: his bag containing the EM neutraliser – the only hope of reducing the ghost’s power – was slumped against the wall near the entrance to the room. There wasn’t time to get it now. His decision to wait and see what happened before using it had been the wrong call. He knew that now.


Jud stepped further backwards and felt the metal machinery behind him again. Keeping his eye on the ghost, he moved round until he was at the other side of the great sewage ejector.


But the ghost had already seen him, and once it was clear of the wall, it sloped towards him, its shape now fixed.


A bulbous, ugly face, with prominent cheekbones and a sturdy jaw. His hands were blackened and worn. And his eyes seemed almost buried beneath a great bulging forehead.


His mouth opened and that familiar croak was emitted again,


‘For the martyrs caritatis …’


Jud shifted so that the great metal sphere remained between them. If he could keep the ghost approaching, he could move further round until he was opposite the entrance to the room, and then flee down the main pipe shaft.


But then, without warning, the ghost went for him. It flew up and over the giant machinery. Its hands went for his neck. Jud was held tight. The strength of the ghost was incredible. Jud tried to push it away, but the hands gripped him tightly.


Don’t be afraid, he kept telling himself. Don’t let your fear give the spirit strength. Stay calm. But he couldn’t resist pushing and kicking at it.


The ghost’s hands were constricting further. Jud could feel the sinews in his neck being pressed, the ghost’s iron fingers jabbing into his flesh. He knew his skin had been punctured – he could feel the blood trickling down and seeping into his shirt. It was just a flesh wound, but he knew that any second the spirit’s fingers would find a main artery. Or strangle him instead.


He was still lashing out at the ghost, punching and kicking its frame, but it was having little effect. This was one of the strongest ghosts he’d encountered.


Suddenly there was a strange and deafening grinding noise.


The workings inside the great sewage ejector were pounding into action. Jud had no idea what was happening but neither did the ghost, and the sudden noise had startled and weakened it. Jud saw his chance and rammed the ghost into the metal sphere behind it. It released its grip and staggered around for a moment.


But then it flew at Jud again and this time caught his jacket. He could feel the ghost’s razor-sharp fingernails digging into his arm. He tried to wriggle free, but the ghost clung on. He knew it had pierced his flesh. He could feel it.
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