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				ABOUT THE BOOK

				The fifth in Andrew Hammond’s fast-paced and action-packed CRYPT series, for fans of CHERUB, YOUNG BOND and Darren Shan.

				Jud Lester is the Covert Response Youth Paranormal Team’s star agent. When the police are unable to solve a crime, they call in CRYPT. But with four deadly and dangerous missions behind them, can Jud and the team get to the bottom of yet another mystery?
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				CRYPT is Andrew’s first fictional series but he has written over forty English textbooks for schools and he can spot the difference between an adjectival and adverbial phrase at fifty paces (if only someone would ask him to). Andrew lives in Suffolk with his wife Andie and their four angels – Henry, Eleanor, Edward and Katherine – none of whom are old enough yet to read ‘Daddy’s scary books’. But one day . . .
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				The History of the 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. Suddenly everyone was talking about ghosts.

				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 CRYPT – 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 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.

				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

				WEDNESDAY, 8.10 P.M. 
(9.10 P.M. LOCAL TIME)

				ALLÉE CHÊNE POINTU, CLICHY-SOUS-BOIS, PARIS

				On the sixteenth floor of a high-rise block in a poor and neglected part of Clichy-sous-Bois, a man rested his head on a smoke-stained window and gazed over the sprawling mass of suburbs that stretched into the distance like a concrete carpet. The sky was darkening and the rush-hour traffic was dying. Night was enveloping the city’s slums, and the few lights that worked were slowly blinking into life, casting an orange glow that barely stretched across the pavement and left shadows where danger lurked.

				Behind him lay an apartment that resembled an indoor refuse site. The place was strewn with dirty clothes, sacks of rubbish, stale snacks and newspapers – thousands of them, read, reread, annotated with scribbles and then discarded onto the cluttered floor. The smells from the bin bags and the half-eaten takeaways would have made any visitor gag, but there were two reasons why this didn’t matter: the man never received visitors, and he’d become so accustomed to the aroma that he’d stopped noticing it years ago.

				It was his sanctuary. His home.

				In many ways the man was a recluse; he rarely left the giant apartment block that rose up to the sky like a vertical village. Everything he needed he bought online. Food and supplies were delivered to his door. He never met anyone socially and he rarely spoke to anybody except the delivery drivers (who always dreaded dropping at his address because of the stench), to whom he said a muffled ‘merci’ and then shut the door.

				About a year and a half ago he’d ventured out into the city to purchase some new computer equipment. His trip had lasted no more than a morning, but it was enough to confirm his suspicion that everyone and everything in the world wasn’t worth the trouble of seeing. He lived in two dimensions, through his computer screens. If he wanted adventure, he used Google Earth. He’d been doing it for so long now that his mind was able to fill in the third dimension when enjoying locations through the flat screen, even the sounds and smells too. He’d toured most of the world’s cities, explored jungles and savannahs, traversed seas and scaled mountain ranges. He’d always had a vivid imagination. As a kid he would spend hours in his room, on imaginary adventures, locked inside his little brain. He had no brothers or sisters – in real life, that is.

				Then, early in his teens, he’d realised that physical reality – the mass and energy around us – only appeared the way it did because of how we sense it. He’d concluded that his ability to see and hear and touch things didn’t mean that was how things really were. It was only how they appeared to him. So why should the things he pictured in his mind be any less real? If he could gain pleasure by imagining adventures in his head, why should they be any less real than the boring events at school or at home? Who said the things he dreamed up weren’t real? Who was the judge? If anyone disagreed he would simply say that maybe it was they who weren’t real, and he had imagined them too. There could be no answer once he’d said that.

				Surely nothing could be more real than the thoughts inside his head? They were the only things that really existed because they didn’t need to be touched or seen by anyone, they just were. And in any case, the ‘real life’ that everyone saw and smelled and heard was far less interesting than the worlds he created inside his own mind. Behind his eyes, that’s where the real fun was. So that’s where he lived.

				He watched the dirty pigeons and gulls squabbling for scraps on the balcony of a high-rise opposite and then he shuffled past his own rubbish, out of the room and into the narrow hallway that dissected his apartment. He entered the spare bedroom at the back of the flat. It resembled a scene from a science-fiction movie: technology everywhere. There were three large computer monitors on the metal shelf that ran the length of the opposite wall, each one perched on its own PC unit with a wireless keyboard and mouse. There were other black metal boxes that looked like PC units dotted about the place, with separate hard drives and various add-ons and a labyrinth of leads running from them to the monitors and to other TV screens that filled a second shelf on an adjacent wall.

				On the other two walls in the room were rows and rows of improvised bookshelves – crooked metal struts that bowed under the weight of too many books, magazines and yet more newspapers. And in the furthest corner from the door stood two large, grey filing cabinets, each one heaving with documents. On top of each cabinet were half-empty, neglected coffee cups, in which a unique caffeine fungus grew: green with bluish spots and a brown crust around the edge.

				He cleared a black leather chair of newspapers, revealing a couple of large rips in the seat, and sat down with a sigh.

				As he waited for the screen in front of him to boot up, he saw his own reflection. For a man who took no exercise he was remarkably thin, but that was due to a combination of factors: he rarely ate (couldn’t be bothered) and what little food he did consume was soon burnt off through nervous energy. His gaunt, aquiline face stared back at him through the screen. There were dark rings beneath his eyes and his jaw and cheek bones were covered in a thin wispy beard.

				He’d thought of giving up on it all many times, but something always kept him going. It was the only thing that drove him on these days, the only thing that kept him alive. All the technology, the research, the reading and studying, the self-educating and the hours of endless monitoring had all been for one thing.

				Revenge.

				And it was getting closer.

				A cough suddenly rose up inside his throat and the man exploded, spraying the screens and keyboards around him with yet another layer of green and brown phlegm. The coughing fit continued for a couple of minutes, as it usually did. It was hard to stop once he’d started. Years of living in such cramped conditions, surrounded by stale, germ-infested air, were taking their toll on his health. And he knew it. But soon, soon it would be over and he could do something else, go somewhere else. Maybe live in the Caribbean, or perhaps Thailand or Malaysia, where the air was warm and wet and the girls were beautiful. They wouldn’t be figments of his imagination any more, they’d be real enough.

				He wiped away the gunk from his gloopy mouth and let his bony fingers skip and dance across the keyboard once again.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				THURSDAY, 9.01 A.M.

				UNDISCLOSED BANK, CITY OF LONDON

				The strip-lights in the large, minimalist office were piercing and clinical. The furniture was equally unwelcoming: a polished black-glass desk and dark leather chairs with shiny metal arms and legs. The floor was a pale, polished laminate pine effect. There was no clutter, no files or papers, no boxes or bins. Just two large computer screens and wireless keyboards. Across the room the white blinds rattled quietly against the tinted glass as a slight breeze blew in through the crack in the half-opened window. The traffic hummed down on the street several hundred feet below.

				Will Sharpe felt uncomfortable. Everyone on the trading floor where he worked knew that if the boss, Hans Gärtner, called you into his office first thing in the morning, it was rarely to give you good news.

				Hans said nothing, as he often did when you’d done something wrong and he wanted you to know about it. Like the most vindictive Victorian schoolmaster, he just sat staring at you until you broke and spoke first.

				But Will wasn’t going to break. It was Gärtner who’d called him so he could damn well speak first. Will knew he couldn’t push it too far, of course; this was, after all, only his third month at the bank. He’d been through more interviews than he could ever have imagined were necessary to get the job. It wasn’t his first year in the industry – he’d been in banking for six years now – but the bank’s reputation for cautious risk management extended beyond its investment policies to its own recruitment policy too. Gärtner went to great lengths to minimise the risk of recruiting the wrong person onto his precious trading floor. But Will had passed through every hoop facing him and he felt he’d earned his place – a place he wasn’t about to give up now by being petulant.

				That’s why Gärtner always got his way in the end. He knew none of his traders wanted to give up their chance of making serious bonuses. He was a tough captain, but everyone knew they were lucky to be on board his ship. He was physically overbearing – perhaps that was one of the reasons why he was so feared – with his six-foot-three, burly frame squeezed into an Armani suit, and his trademark slicked-back, greased blond hair and dark-rimmed glasses. Sometimes he wore stubble, but his hair was so fair you couldn’t tell unless you got up close – which nobody dared to do, of course.

				No one crossed Gärtner and survived to tell the tale.

				Besides, just like most of his colleagues in the City, Will and his girlfriend had expensive tastes: a flat in a fashionable part of town, an extremely fast car and a couple of luxury holidays already booked for later in the year. Little wonder there was a sinking feeling growing in the pit of his stomach. The longer the silence from Gärtner, the worse the news was – that was what people said.

				And he’d still not said anything.

				‘Is there something wrong, boss?’ Will pierced the silence – he just couldn’t wait any longer.

				It was another couple of torturous minutes before his line manager spoke to him. He stared through his designer glasses and sucked the end of a Montblanc pen. Then, finally, ‘What do you think, boy?’

				Calling the younger guys ‘boys’ was another of Gärtner’s habits that grated with Will.

				‘I don’t know, boss. I’ve not caught up with the markets this morning. Was something wrong last night? I closed the deals off – everything was okay, wasn’t it?’

				Gärtner raised one eyebrow but said nothing.

				Without warning, and with a sudden gesture that startled Will and fanned the flames of fear that were rising within him, Gärtner lifted the phone receiver, pressed a button and promptly said, ‘Tim, get in here, will you. Bring us what you’ve found.’

				Will shifted in his chair and looked furtively over his shoulder. This was one of those moments when you wished Gärtner’s office wasn’t made of glass. He could see some of his pals stealing anxious glances in his direction over the top of their computer monitors.

				‘Can you tell me what’s wrong, Hans?’ he said respectfully.

				‘All in good time, boy.’

				A few more agonising moments of awkward silence and then the door opened and Tim Wellsey walked in. A fat, oafish sort of man with little glasses that bent and stretched across his pudgy, sullen face, he headed up Regulations and Compliance downstairs. He had a reputation for being literal – that is to say he showed no emotion, and only dealt in facts and figures. He wasn’t interested in how people felt, only what they made on the markets. Will had only met him once, during the interview process, when Wellsey had asked some direct, almost rude questions with an expressionless face. What the hell was he doing here now?

				‘Right, I’ll cut to the chase, Will,’ said Gärtner. ‘No point in wasting your time or mine. I can’t imagine this’ll take long. Tim’s been doing some routine checks, haven’t you, Tim? You know we do these every now and again. Always keeps the boys at the FCA happy.’ He didn’t need to explain to Will how vigilant the Financial Conduct Authority could be, but the mention of those three letters brought a chill to his bones. Making sure the bank met the FCA’s stringent regulatory requirements was a full-time job for Wellsey and his team.

				So what the hell had gone wrong? Will was sweating now. He kept twitching his eyes and running his hands through his fashionably unkempt hair.

				‘Tim has found some positions you’ve yet to settle, Will. In Equities.’

				‘Oh yeah? What about them? Something wrong?’

				Gärtner smiled wryly. ‘You’re damn right there’s something wrong, boy. Go ahead, Tim.’

				Wellsey spoke in his cool, unemotional monotone and explained the losses he had unearthed, caused by some unauthorised trades Will was alleged to have made in the Equities market over the last three weeks.

				‘Whoa! Wait a minute,’ cried Will, acutely aware of how serious this was getting. ‘I’m not responsible for any of those trades. I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I’ve not—’

				‘Oh, so it’s Rumpelstiltskin, is it?’ said Gärtner. ‘I mean, someone else steals in here when you’re away, is that it? Huh? Is that what you’re saying to me? I expected something a little more elaborate than a total denial, Sharpe. You can do better than that. Tim and I knew you’d squirm, but we didn’t expect nothing – not even an explanation, huh?’

				Will glanced over at Wellsey who just smirked and stayed silent. He was enjoying this.

				‘But I don’t know what you’re—’

				‘Don’t bullshit me, boy!’ Gärtner thundered at him. ‘Tim’s not even finished yet. You’ve dug yourself into a giant hole here, Sharpe, and if we’d not found it, it could have been big enough for all of us to fall into. Thank God we’ve found you out now.’ He turned to Wellsey. ‘But keep goin’, Tim. He’s gotta hear everything.’

				Wellsey allowed another wry smile to leak out of his flabby lips and continued with a list of the unauthorised deals he’d claimed to have found recorded against Will during the routine check. Every one of the trades had his name all over it: his pass code, his account, his computer. And the debts were mounting.

				Will sat frozen still. He couldn’t believe this was happening. Words failed him. He didn’t recognise any of the trades – not one. Rogue trading was the severest and most well-publicised crime any trader could commit – God knows the whole world knew what damage could be done by unauthorised deals like this these days. Whole banks had been brought down because of the risks taken by a few greedy, ambitious traders.

				Was he about to become infamous too?

				Luckily Tim stopped before Will’s imagination could run any further and the total could reach billions of dollars. But hundreds of thousands was still enough to make Gärtner mad. Seriously mad.

				‘You’ve made the wrong judgements, boy, and you’ve tried to cover each one up. This is how banks fall. You make the wrong call, then you gamble again and keep trading until you can recoup your losses. Telling no one. Lying. Cheating. I’ve met people like you, boy. I’ve been around the block. I was working the markets when you were picking your nose at the back of maths class. Did you think you’d get away with it, huh? I just thank God you’ve not been here long enough to do any lasting damage to the company. But if you’d been here a couple of years, I mean . . . I don’t wanna think about it.’

				‘But—’

				‘So, tell me, did you think you could fool us? You think you’re a clever boy, huh?’

				‘No, but—’

				‘You said it, boy. No buts. No defence. No excuses. Maybe it’s cleaner this way. Or maybe you’ve already spoken to your damn lawyer. Told you to say nothing, did he? Deny everything, huh?’

				Will fell silent. He could see there was no point in trying to defend himself. His brain, already one of the sharpest on the trading floor, was trying hard to keep up with this – processing the scenario in front of him and calculating the risk of saying the wrong thing, or saying nothing at all. Words, sentences and possible responses were running through his brain like a swarm of wasps. What should he say? What would a lawyer advise? It was all bullshit he was hearing, all lies. He had no idea what they were talking about. Had they got the wrong man? He’d done nothing wrong, but would they interpret his silence as guilt?

				What the hell had been going on behind his back? Who was feeding them this stuff?

				Gärtner watched Will for a moment and then exchanged a glance with Tim.

				When he next spoke his voice was low and resolute. ‘Go clear your desk,’ he said. ‘You’re fired.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				FRIDAY, 2.14 A.M.

				MARBLE ARCH, LONDON

				There was no moon. No stars. Just a misty gloom that merged with the glow of a lone streetlamp. From time to time the darkness was punctured by the jagged halogen rays of a passing car, and the silence was broken by a sweeping of tyres and an engine accelerating. Black tree trunks rose up into the dark sky, their leafless branches resembling giant gnarled hands that clutched and grasped at the blackness that enveloped them.

				It was quiet. The freezing wind rose again, sending a shiver through Jud Lester’s bones. Hailstones pelted the back of his head as he lay there, his face pressed against the cold, hard pavement, his body resembling a slab of meat on a butcher’s block. He splayed his hands out on the concrete and pressed hard, intent on rising again.

				It was not over yet.

				He staggered to his feet but soon felt a sharp blow, like a sledgehammer, to the back of his knees. He toppled like a bowling pin on a slippery alley. Smash – his forehead hit the ground. He opened his eyes, rolled onto his back, lay still and blinked away the raindrops. He was tired, hungry and thirsty. His face was numb with cold. He opened his mouth and felt the freezing water falling on his tongue. He raised a hand to wipe his sodden face as the pain from the front of his skull seeped into his consciousness. He rubbed his head and saw that his fingertips were stained with blood.

				He sat up and tried to focus his eyes quickly so he could anticipate the ghost’s next move. Where would it strike now? In the shadows over by the bushes? Or back underneath the great arch, where he first saw it?

				Jud had not lost his cool – he never did whenever he encountered a ghost, even a violent one – but the figure was stronger than anything he’d met before. And its face had been startling – misshapen, as though it had been pulverised in some way. Its skull looked concave on the right side of its face – a large indentation that stretched from the eyes down to the lips. It seemed like half its jaw and cheek bone were missing, but its nose was still intact, long and hooked like a beak. It had vanished as quickly as it had set upon him.

				His heart beating fast in trepidation, Jud looked across the deserted park towards the great landmark, Marble Arch. No sign of the figure yet. But the arch itself looked different now. Almost translucent. The outline of the marble stones seemed to merge with the mist that swirled around it. A passing car illuminated the scene once again and Jud braced himself for another shocking glimpse of the hideous figure. The lights lit up the archway but the ghost was gone.

				Any relief he felt was fleeting. As he turned to his left he saw the figure again, standing in the fading headlights.

				It looked taller now. So tall it resembled one of the poplar trees that swayed on the park fringe. A trick of the light? Just an elongated shadow? It moved towards him again, walking on long, stilt-like legs that tottered and wobbled like some grotesque giant Pinocchio. It tilted its head to one side in a chilling mechanical way and kept edging closer. It was tall and thin and brittle.

				What the hell was going on? Had he banged his head so hard that he was seeing things now? Was he delirious? He looked down at the pavement and saw a steady trickle of blood that came from his sleeve. It was running down his collar, onto his coat and down his arm.

				No, this wasn’t happening, he told himself. He was imagining it. He’d hit his head so hard he couldn’t see straight. But as he glanced around the gloom, he realised the figure wasn’t the only thing that was misshapen. The trees over by the bench had taken on a human-like form, bending and swaying like a row of hooded figures, their branches poking out of dark veils. They’d ceased swaying to a single breeze but were moving independently, lifelike, beckoning him to come closer.

				He looked back at the place where he’d seen the giant figure hobbling towards him. It had vanished. He saw the great marble monument again, only this time he saw two arches at its centre, then one, then two. He was seeing double. The blow to the head was clearly far worse than he’d thought, and the pain was building steadily.

				He staggered to his feet, dazed. He knew he had to get help, but from where? He saw no one. With a hand clutched to his head and the other stretched out in front of him like a blind man, he limped towards the road, his eyesight continuing to play tricks on him and sending his balance haywire. He shook his head, rubbed his eyes and soon felt relieved to be seeing one arch again. A quick flick towards the row of trees and he saw they were still.

				His eyesight restored, at least for now, he limped on. The rain continued to fall, running down his collar and sending tributaries of blood-red trickles down his back and arm.

				And then he stopped and caught his breath.

				Far to his left, his peripheral vision had spied something, over by the dark bushes, to the left of the great arch. A tingling sensation ran up his spine; it wasn’t fear – he’d long forgotten how that felt – it was surprise. Though the figure Jud had seen was less gruesome than the disfigured giant-like ghost, it was so unexpected. The shock made him feel sick.

				There, in the bushes, framed by the dark, ominous clouds that gathered in the skies behind, was a child no more than four feet tall.

				It was staring straight at him.

				Dressed in a white christening robe, it was hard to make out if it was a girl or a boy. What little hair it possessed was sodden and matted and clung to its tiny head. Its pale robe was drenched, and through the thin cloth Jud could just make out a frail, bony ribcage.

				Another car swept past the scene and Jud winced as he saw the child’s face lit up for a brief second – it had no mouth, just pale skin that stretched across its whole jaw beneath its angular nose. And like the huge, hobbling figure, it kept tilting its head to one side in an awkward, bird-like manner while its body remained still.

				And then it started moving towards Jud. The sight of it sent tremors through his whole body. Jud started to run but slipped on the wet paving stones and fell to the ground once more. The ghost child was approaching. Its eyes were jet black and seemed too large for the bony sockets that surrounded them. It walked unsteadily, tottering like a toddler, and put out a tiny hand towards him, its head still cocked to one side.

				‘No!’ he yelled. ‘Leave me!’

				Jud shook his head vigorously and continued to yell. The little ghost’s hands were moving towards his neck. Its blank, expressionless face looked ghoulish in the gloom that enveloped it.

				‘Get away! Leave me! No!’

				A hand was at his shoulder, another at his forehead.

				‘It’s okay. Wake up. Wake up, you’re safe.’

				Jud opened his eyes and blinked.

				A man dressed in a policeman’s uniform was staring down at him with a curious expression. Behind him stood a second police officer shaking his head pitifully.

				Jud sat up on the park bench on which he’d passed out several hours before. ‘What . . . ? Where . . . ?’

				‘You’re in London, mate. On a bench in Marble Arch. You’ve been drinking, I take it?’

				Jud said nothing but shook his head solemnly and rubbed his eyes.

				‘Good party was it?’ the other officer jeered, rolling his eyes at his colleague. This wasn’t the first drunkard they’d found that night and he probably wouldn’t be the last.

				Jud quickly put a hand to his head to check if there was any blood. It was clean and dry. There was no pain. And it wasn’t even raining.

				Realisation dawned, but it brought him as much comfort as the violent dream he’d just experienced. Reality was a bench in the middle of London, alone and hungry, when he should have been in bed.

				‘I gotta go,’ said Jud.

				‘Yeah, you better, son. But where to, eh? Do you live in London?’

				Jud nodded.

				‘Tell me your address then.’

				‘Er . . . well, I live in London, yeah. But I can’t tell you where. I mean, well . . . Look, I’m okay. Just leave me, yeah? Don’t . . . don’t worry. Thanks. I’m sorry, I’ve really gotta go.’ He stood up quickly. ‘I must’ve stopped here for a rest and then fallen asleep. I’m alright, honest. Just tired. I gotta go. My family’ll be worried.’

				Jud began to run and after a few seconds glanced over his shoulder to see if the policemen had bothered to come after him. They hadn’t. They’d obviously not seen the point in chasing a lone teenager and escorting him home. It was the ones in gangs they had to worry about. Like most nights in London these days.

				Jud turned and disappeared into the darkness, bound for the CRYPT. With any luck, he could slip into the building and into the safety of his own room without anyone knowing, where he would sleep off yet another hangover and another night spent wandering the streets trying to find some solace. His own company was all he knew these days. He couldn’t handle being with anyone else. Bonati would probably give him another lecture about looking after himself, like he always did, and no doubt Bex de Verre would have something to say about the state he was in. Why was it everyone had an opinion? Why couldn’t they get on with their own lives and allow him to live the way he chose?

				It was always the same. He’d been the topic of conversation for too long; the subject everyone liked to discuss and debate. It had become a fashionable bandwagon to jump on – to express a trendy concern for Jud Lester and his downward spiral. People would shake their head and tut and give some crappy fake expression to pretend they were really concerned for him. But he didn’t need their sympathy or their pity.

				Jud Lester – Jamie Goode – was a survivor, and he’d get through this in his own time and in his own way. If walking the streets at night was the only way he could get some peace and quiet, then he would. Life was cruel. Get used to it. He’d lost his mother, whose murder he was wrongfully charged with, his father rarely spoke to him, and he was a prisoner at the CRYPT. All that he had learned to deal with, but to lose his closest friend, the one guy with whom he could relax and have a laugh, that was the final thing that tipped him over the brink.

				Jud was toughening up. He was hardening. The glimmer of warmth that had remained in him all these years, the flicker of love which Bex had found and had been trying with all her might to cultivate, was cooling quickly. He was becoming the hardened, unfeeling spirit which circumstances had made of him. He didn’t need anyone now. Self-preservation had kicked in. It was time for him to truly accept what he was, who he was, and the hand which life had dealt him. He was a loner. Needing no one. He would be tougher than anyone, braver, reckless maybe. He’d take on anybody and anything. Ghosts held no fear for him. Not any more. What could they do? Was there anything he could experience that was worse than what he’d already been through, and survived?

				But his routine was becoming all too familiar, and it was a path to self-destruction: go through the motions during the day, do what he was told, fight whatever ghost he was sent to fight, and then get the hell out of the place until everyone else was in bed, finding solace in walking the streets. Working was okay – he could handle that. But it was the evenings he hated most. The time spent with friends. He had nothing to say, nothing to offer a friendship any more.

				His one true friend was dead, and why the hell should he bother to make any new ones? They’d probably just die, up sticks and leave, or turn on him like everyone else in this miserable, God-forsaken life. It was every man for himself now. The drawbridge on his emotions was well and truly up and no one would ever bring it down again. His body was a stone keep. Locked.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				FRIDAY, 12.31 P.M.

				BLACKFRIARS BRIDGE, LONDON

				It was lunchtime and the city’s streets were packed with office workers wearing fancy suits and carrying trendy brown bags containing bagels and baguettes and all manner of salads tightly packed into plastic tubs, while in the other hand they clutched their precious coffees. Some balanced tightly folded newspapers under their arm. No one stopped, everyone was rushing, anxious to use every last minute of their precious half-hour escapes to freedom on whichever available bench they could find, while their coffee was still warm.

				They swarmed over Blackfriars Bridge, dodging the cyclists and the cars and taxis that swept past. A few paused in the middle of the bridge to admire the views up and down the River Thames: the London Eye and the solid concrete block of the National Theatre to the west, and the giant, shiny skyscrapers of London’s banking district to the east. The weather had treated the lunchtime fraternity to a rare moment of sunshine, and on days like this it seemed London wasn’t such a bad place to work after all. The grime, the noise, the litter and the frenetic pace were usually forgotten when the sun shone over the gleaming dome of St Paul’s Cathedral.

				High-flying financier Kit Berry took another drag from his electronic cigarette and blew the odourless vapour out over the river. He leant over the pink and white balustrades of the bridge and watched the dirty brown waves of the Thames wash beneath him.

				He often liked to watch the water; he felt drawn to it, having grown up in a small coastal town on the southern edge of Devon. How far he’d come, a young lad from a rural school, now working in the centre of one of the world’s most famous cities. Most of his friends from school had gone into jobs locally, but Kit was different. He’d strived for something new, something challenging. Maths had been a good subject for him at school, one of the few that captured his interest, truth be told, and so he’d chosen to study maths and economics at Exeter. Living in student digs in the centre of Exeter, he’d grown accustomed to city life and so had decided to make the move to London as soon as he’d graduated. It turned out that his skill for numbers was even better than either he or his maths teachers from school had thought. He earned himself a First and bagged a top graduate job with a central bank in London.

				That was three and a half years ago and now he was flying. But he’d still not lost his love of being near water; its sound comforted him. And even here, surrounded by traffic and conversations and alarms and phone calls and horns beeping, he could still shut out the noise and connect with the waves beneath him, his imagination painting in the added sounds of sea gulls and children laughing on a beach.

				The water was hardly blue, more a murky brown, but it was still water and it was enough to provide Kit with a few moments’ peace every day, when he could reconnect with his childhood and the life he’d left behind in Devon. His life before Nisha.

				He’d met her at a party at the bank almost a year ago. She was a marketing executive and had been invited to the party because of some work her company had been doing for the bank at the time. He remembered seeing her enter the room with her colleague. It was one of those thunderbolt moments, like he’d been struck down. Love at first sight. Up until then he’d thought the idea was bullshit, there was no such thing. There was lust, for sure. He’d seen plenty of girls since moving to London, plenty of sexy girls in sexy suits, out for a coffee at lunchtime. The city was full of them. But Nisha was different. He knew, instantly, that not only did he fancy her, he wanted to know everything about her, to protect her, to spend the rest of his life with her.

				Luckily for him, the feeling was mutual, and six months later they were engaged to be married. She always insisted it was her who came to talk to him first. She’d caught sight of him before he’d seen her, so she said. It was she who chose him, not the other way around. Either way, a whirlwind romance had struck up and they were besotted.

				These lunchtime rituals had become an essential part of their days. The rendezvous on the bridge was something they both looked forward to all morning, and it got them through the pressures of work.

				He worked in the City, she worked over the river in Southwark, so it seemed the obvious place to meet, provided the weather was nice, that is. When it wasn’t, Kit travelled to a bar near Nisha’s office. He didn’t like her having to get wet if he could avoid it. And he never minded the rain.

				He turned to face the road on the bridge and looked up and down. No sign of her yet. He was early, again. Kit was usually in more of a hurry to get out of the office than Nisha was. She loved her work and was very good at it too. She’d earned herself quite a reputation in the field of marketing already and was destined for greatness. She was never going to earn the kind of money Kit would, as a banker, but she wouldn’t be close behind if she played her cards right. The luxury apartment overlooking the Thames was not going to be far away if they could stick at it and keep saving for the deposit.

				He was leaning on the usual statue, the place where they always waited: a large, solid block of neatly cut stone, its plinth painted in white and silver. Gaudy, you might say, though Kit liked it. The colours matched the red and white on the cross of St George, which was painted across the large shield clasped in the claws of the dragon that stood proudly on the plinth. The size of a lion, its face was that of a dog, its ugly snarl showing razor-like teeth, its great paws oversized, out of proportion to the rest of its body. But then, what did a dragon, or griffin, look like anyway? There wasn’t exactly a blueprint you could follow. The animals were mythical creatures, after all, belonging in children’s fantasy novels or the myths of ancient times. Though Kit had seen this, and other dragons, every day since arriving in London, he was still unclear as to whether it was indeed a dragon or a griffin or some other mythical animal, and why, more importantly, it was there at all. Why were these creatures, which seemed more at home in a Chinese fable, so common in London? He’d noticed many others of different shapes and sizes dotted across the city, some on bridges like this one, others on the sides of buildings, others perched menacingly over the tops of windows and doors. His favourite, of course, was the giant dragon of Temple Bar, though he seldom had reason to go there.

				But despite passing them so regularly, he’d rarely studied them, noticed the grimace on their faces, or seen the sharpness of the teeth that protruded from the great snarl in which their faces were always fixed. Kit and Nisha had met at the same spot so often, yet he’d seldom noticed the gruesome features. In the days before Kit had switched to the electric cigs, he’d even stubbed out the real fag ends on the statue’s face. It was just a stone figure, like so many others across the city, that went unnoticed by anyone except a few foreign tourists, who thought it odd that such ferocious animals should receive such little attention from anyone else.

				Kit took another long drag and blew the vapour out in rings this time, proudly watching each ‘O’ rise gently and then disperse in the breeze that blew across the bridge. He glanced in the direction of Southwark again, leaning casually against the statue, with his back to the water. The traffic rattled past and the pedestrians walked by, some making a deliberate coughing sound as they inhaled the odourless, harmless vapour from his electric cigarette. A bus roared past, too close to the kerb, which caused splashes from puddles to reach the trouser legs and shoes of disgruntled commuters.

				And then Kit felt something clutch his right shoulder.

				He spun round. Nothing.

				Was it a bird? It must have been a bloody big one, like some of the giant gulls he was used to in Devon. But here? In London? He turned back to face the road, keeping his cool, as the people continued to walk past. He was sure he’d felt something grip his shoulder. Or was it a nerve that had pulled? A spasm maybe? He’d certainly been pumping iron lately, having joined one of London’s many gyms with Nisha. She preferred toning exercises on the mat, while Kit, like so many other guys, liked to rip his muscles pumping weights, in the hope the muscle tissue would rebuild itself even bigger each time. And it was working too. His shoulders and biceps were growing, as he often liked to show Nisha. He rubbed his shoulder. There was no pain, no scratch, but he’d not dreamt it. He looked up and down the bridge again. Passers-by went about their usual business. No one had stopped next to him. No one else could have touched his shoulder and then disappeared again that quickly, like some silly kid in school assembly. It must’ve either been a bird or a twitching nerve. Maybe he should give the gym a miss tonight.

				He had his back to the statue once again, keeping an eye out for Nisha. Come on, he said to himself. His stomach was rumbling and he wanted to see her anyway. He loved to play the familiar game of seeing her face in the crowd of people passing by and imagining meeting her for the first time.

				He was just about to take another puff on the e-cig when he felt the twinge again, in the same place as before, but this time it was stronger, sharper. It couldn’t possibly be a muscle or nerve spasm, it was too penetrating, too physical for that. And then he felt something clutch the back of his neck. He grimaced and yelled, ‘Ow! Jesus!’

				The clutching stopped as quickly as it had started, and he tried to spin round to see what was behind him. As he did so he caught sight of the people either side of him who’d stopped now. He saw their expressions before he saw what had attacked him. The look of terror on their faces made him feel sick. They began to turn and run from where he was standing. Glancing over their shoulders at him, their pace quickened with each step.

				When Kit saw what it was that had grabbed him it felt like he’d slipped into some kind of dream. A nightmare. Was this really happening?

				‘Jesus Christ. What the . . .’

				Though people heard his cries, they’d already fled, running in both directions over the bridge. Kit went to run but it was too late.

				Only one person was running in the opposite direction to everyone else, sprinting towards Kit, screaming his name as she approached. ‘Kit! Oh my God!’

				Nisha was horrified.

				‘Kit!’ she cried again. ‘Wait, I’m coming!’

				But he didn’t hear her. She was too late. He’d already slumped to the ground, semi-conscious.

				She was just metres away when she stopped and placed her hands up to her face to hide her eyes from the horror that was unravelling in front of her. It was too gruesome to see. She fell to the floor, her knees slamming onto the cold, hard pavement, just yards from Kit.

				She saw the stone dragon. It was alive.

				The red and white shield was hurled off the bridge, tumbling into the water below as the creature flexed its claws, heaved itself up from its position on the plinth and flew again at Kit, now crumpled on the floor. It began tearing at his face with its giant talons, like a vulture claws at carrion. Blood was spurting across the pavement like spilled wine. Kit made no sound, but his body jerked and writhed. The dragon opened its giant mouth and sunk its fangs into his throat. His body twitched again momentarily, like a boxer on the ropes, and then it fell ominously still.

				Through the cracks in her fingers, Nisha saw the white electronic cigarette roll through the blood and tumble into the gutter, disappearing into a grate.

				Kit was dead.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 5

				FRIDAY, 8.31 A.M.

				CRYPT HEADQUARTERS, LONDON

				‘Jud’s obsessed, Bex, you know he is. He’s got issues.’ Grace took another slurp from her cappuccino and glanced back at her magazine. ‘Don’t get involved, trust me.’

				‘Don’t get involved?’ said Bex, incredulously. ‘Bit late for that, isn’t it? Up to my neck already, I’d say.’

				‘Look, we all know how much you like him – and I’m not saying you can turn those feelings off automatically – I’m just saying give him some time, that’s all. He’ll come around in the end. He always does. He’s deep that guy, but you know better than anyone how to humour him. At least you should by now.’ She raised her eyebrows cheekily. Everyone knew Bex and Jud were an item these days. Or thought they were. And Grace Cavendish was Bex’s closest friend in the CRYPT, so she knew better than anyone.

				‘He’s not my boyfriend, Grace. It’s not like that.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘He’s just hard to get close to, that’s all.’ She felt like adding, ‘But it’s hardly surprising, given what he’s been through,’ but she decided it was best to keep silent. Jud’s secrets – and there were enough of them – were safe with her.

				‘Oh, come on, Bex. It’s common knowledge you’ve got the hots for each other. Don’t try and deny it, girl. He likes you too, we all know he does. Do you mean to say you still haven’t kissed him? Or . . . you know, anything else?’

				‘Oh, shut up!’ Bex snapped, but still half smiling. ‘I don’t want to talk about him any more.’

				‘Fine by me,’ said Grace, ‘You brought him up.’ She settled back to her magazine, mumbling ‘as usual’ under her breath.

				Bex stared across the busy cafeteria, filled with the typical hustle bustle of a workday morning, as sleepy-faced agents lined up for breakfast. Some of the greedier ones piled extra hash browns and sausages onto large plates over at the hot buffet. Others lavished too much milk into heaving cereal bowls, spilling white droplets randomly as they shuffled to the nearest free table.

				‘Why can’t Jud just be, you know . . . normal?’ Bex said. ‘Like everyone else here.’

				‘I thought you wanted to drop the subject?’ said Grace, smugly. ‘But I hardly think any of us in here are normal, Bex, otherwise we wouldn’t be here, would we?’

				‘You know what I mean. Look, just forget it.’

				‘I already had.’

				Grace saw there were tears in Bex’s eyes. She was a tough girl – there was no one tougher at the CRYPT – but she knew Bex could be just as sensitive as the next person. She had a heart and it was as fragile as anyone’s. She was clearly stressed. Grace had often wanted to go and tell Jud Lester just what she thought of him, of the way he was messing her friend around. Why did he have to be so weird, always leading Bex on and then shutting himself away again?

				‘Look, like I said, Jud’s a complicated guy,’ Grace said more gently now. ‘He’s deep, a real thinker. And that’s why you like him. Why we all do. I just think—’

				‘But I never see him any more!’ interrupted Bex. ‘He’s practically a recluse since Luc died. He never sees anyone, never talks. It’s like he’s a ghost himself.’

				‘But you do investigations with him!’ said Grace, surprised. ‘You were with him on the last case, I thought? At that stakeout over in . . . where was it?’

				‘Chiswick. Domestic haunting. Nothing much happened.’

				‘But you were with him. So how can you say you never see him?’

				‘That’s different. I mean, I never see him when we’re off duty. He just disappears in the evenings.’

				‘You should tell him he’s not the only one missing Luc. He was my partner, you know. I went through more with Luc than anyone else did.’

				‘I know. I’m sorry. Have you still not been partnered with anyone else yet?’

				Grace shook her head.

				‘I’m sure you will be. Any ideas who you want?’

				‘No. Not bothered. It’s not going to be the same as it was with Luc, whoever the professor gives me. But I hope it’s someone as fun as he was.’

				They sat in silence for a moment, remembering Luc’s playful side and his wicked sense of humour. He’d balanced Jud so well. Together, the four agents had made a fantastic team.

				Things had been difficult for everyone since Luc’s death. It was the first time they’d ever lost an agent – despite all the dangers they’d faced – and it had hit them hard. Bonati had been brave, as always, and tried to keep the team going. He’d often say how Luc would want them all to keep going for his sake, how he was probably looking down and wondering why they were moping about instead of getting on with hunting ghosts and protecting the public.

				But the agents could all see how the death had affected Professor Bonati too. He was supposed to be in charge of them, after all. They were his responsibility, ultimately.

				Since the tragic incident, security had been stepped up considerably. Bonati’s gadgets expert and Head of Technical Support, Dr Kim Vorzek, ran regular workshops on personal protection. There was no way she was ever going to issue her agents with guns, so it was about being smart, noticing things before they got too dangerous. Guns would be pointless against ghosts, but, as everyone was all too aware, Luc had been killed by a human, not something paranormal. The agents were in the front line, not only against the supernatural, but against people who had something to hide, out to protect their images and their reputations. ‘Stay alert,’ Vorzek kept repeating in her workshops.

				There was something about ghost hunting that exposed people for who they really were. So many of the ghosts they’d encountered were returning to right a wrong. Injustices in life lingered on after death, and no wonder some of the living had reason to be violent when the CRYPT agents came poking around, uncovering crimes that had been committed and would otherwise have gone undetected had the ghosts not come back to haunt the perpetrators. This was why the CRYPT’s links to MI5 and Scotland Yard were so important. The agency operated under licence from MI5 after all, and the work often led to joint operations.

				Bonati had even suggested, soon after Luc’s death, that agents should be accompanied by armed police on certain hauntings, where there was evidence of fatal crimes having been committed and the chance that the criminals would do it again. It wasn’t a game any more.

				Briefings were different now. Everything had become serious. The agents had all known that their work at the CRYPT was not exactly a holiday. MI5 had agreed to support them from the very start because of the danger involved in their work. It was important, and most often it was dangerous and difficult and frightening. The threats the agents faced every day were of the kind that would terrify most ordinary people. But there was an excitement about the place that everyone found so exhilarating. Before Luc’s death an agent would think themselves lucky to be given a case to investigate, instead of the constant research work in the labs, or the historical work delving into people’s past lives. There was a thrill from the moment Bonati assigned an agent to a live haunting.

				But everything had changed now. There was a cold, hard threat that hung over their heads.

				This was real. Like soldiers, they faced the threat of harm every day, and it had taken Luc’s death to make them realise it. But they had pulled together. Like brothers in arms they’d learned to support each other through the grief, finding distractions whenever they could. Throwing themselves into assignments, not so much for the thrill of it, but because it took their minds off Luc and the dangers of being a CRYPT agent.

				‘You both need another assignment, that’s what you need,’ said Grace, keen to break the silence before the familiar grief returned again. ‘You really do. Something that’ll take your mind off things and give you a proper challenge again.’

				‘Yeah, I know. But he’s so difficult to talk to at the moment. And Bonati knows he’s unpredictable right now. Maybe he doesn’t trust him.’

				‘Didn’t the professor insist on those therapy sessions for him? I thought he was seeing someone now?’

				Bex shook her head. ‘As far as I know, he only turned up for the first one and then never went again. When Bonati tried to insist and started talking about punishments if he didn’t, the therapist said it wouldn’t work unless Jud really wanted to be helped. She said it could make things even worse if Jud resisted seeing her; he’d become even more withdrawn. It’s not like when it’s your leg or your arm or something. You have to believe in it. You know, go with it. Or you become even more defensive, that what’s she said. I reckon I’ve spent more time talking to Jud’s therapist than he has. He has to want to talk about what’s troubling him – and, God knows, I’ve tried that.’

				‘Makes sense, I suppose.’ Grace shrugged her shoulders and gazed across the crowded room. ‘So where is he now? Don’t tell me, in the SPA again?’

				Bex shrugged miserably. ‘I tried his room earlier – no answer. I texted and called but he’s turned his phone off. He’s either hiding in bed or down in one of the SPAs, yeah. I’m tired of looking for him. It’s all I ever do.’

				‘What does he do down there, Bex?’

				‘In the SPA?’

				‘Yeah.’

				Bex could guess exactly why Jud spent so much time in the Simulated Paranormal Activity rooms and what he did down there, but she was never going to tell. ‘Oh, you know, always the same kind of thing. Trying to make contact with the other side. Practising his skills. Getting better at what he does. He likes to test himself, you know that.’

				Grace looked concerned. ‘He’s got to let it go, Bex. It’ll send him mad. Grief does that. I had a cousin who lost her best friend and after a while I hardly recognised her. She lost weight, never went out and became so withdrawn. It was horrible to watch.’

				‘And now?’ said Bex. ‘Is she over it?’

				‘A little. She talks a little but she’s a shadow of what she was. My aunt says she still spends hours in her room, just lying there, wrapped up in her own thoughts. It’s what happens sometimes. Until you get lifted out of it. Distracted by something new.’

				Bex wished she could tell Grace all the reasons why Jud struggled with grief. How he’d been obsessed with contacting the other side even before Luc died. How he spent every waking hour thinking about his mother’s death. And now Luc’s.

				She stood up. ‘I’m going to find him,’ she said resolutely. ‘I am. I’m going to fix this once and for all. I won’t stand by and let him destroy himself. I want him back. I’ll stand outside his bloody room and shout all day if I have to. He will let me in.’

			

		

OEBPS/images/Headline_Logo_fmt.jpeg
headline





OEBPS/images/Guardian_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Guardian_TTP_fmt.jpeg
CRYPT

GUARDIANS
RECKONING

ANDREW HAMMOND





