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  Slam.




  Will’s body shook. Blood shot through his heart. Then the van rumbled into life.




  The slam had been the sound of the rear door shutting.




  The rumble was the engine.




  And the van was moving.




  Sudden euphoria made Will grin. He pushed down the blanket. In the blackness he couldn’t see

  Gaia’s face, or Andrew’s. He didn’t need to. He could sense their excitement.




  The first phase of their plan had worked. They were in.




  

     

  




  

    Coming soon




    S. T. O. R. M. – The Ghostmaster
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It wasn’t the bang that made Vassily Baraban afraid.




In fact, he’d barely noticed it. At his desk in the  small, untidy laboratory at Imperial College, London,

Baraban was staring at his computer screen. Around

him was a jumble of papers. A journal of astrophysics,

with handwritten scrawl in the margins. A manuscript

on an unusual gamma-ray burst. A request from a professor

at Sweden’s prestigious Karolinska Institute to

visit London to discuss Baraban’s research.




The professor sounded excited. He had reason to be,

Baraban thought. His latest work was ground-breaking.

Earth-shattering. ‘Space-invading,’ he muttered under

his breath.




Baraban’s eyes flicked to a photograph tacked to

the wall beside his desk. A spectacular shot taken by the

Hubble space telescope, it showed the voracious death

spiral around a massive black hole. Baraban shivered.

Beneath the photograph was another, yellowed at the

edges, marked by creases. A beautiful woman with  cropped dark hair was cradling a baby in her arms. A

grand building rose behind them. The Hermitage

Museum in St Petersburg.




Baraban reached out and touched the picture gently.

His son was now fourteen years old. He had never

returned to the city of his birth. None of them had been

back to Petersburg. One day, Baraban thought. One

day, when my work here is done . . .




. . . And then there was the knocking. Insistent this

time.




In his first few years in London, Baraban had leaped

at every knock. His nerves had been on edge – with

good reason. Annoyed now at the interruption, he

turned to the door.




Behind a glass panel was the sallow face of the night

janitor. Baraban glanced at his watch: 2 a.m. He waved

a hand angrily, to indicate he was still immensely busy.

Time meant nothing to him. Only ordinary people, he

would often tell his son, are governed by the clock. As

the janitor shuffled away, Baraban let his eyes return

to the computer screen.




His gaze barely had time to settle . . .




This noise was sharp. A scraping. It had come from

behind, to his left, and it had sounded like fingernails

on glass. Baraban’s head shot round. Now his irritation

turned to fear. The sound had been made by a glass

cutter. The glass cutter had removed a square section

from the generous laboratory window. And there, in the

room, were two hefty men.




They were Russian. Baraban knew this in an instant,

even before they opened their mouths. The first man

was well over six feet tall, skin the colour of dirty snow,

tiny blue eyes lost in the rough fleshiness of his face.

His head was shaved. Even the black stubble on his

scalp looked dangerous. From an inside pocket in

his canvas jacket, he now produced something that

resembled a taser. But while there were electrical

sparks, the weapon appeared to have no darts. Baraban

froze, transfixed. Sweat sprang from his palms.




‘Sergei, I shoot now?’ the first intruder asked. His

voice was thick.




He was stupid, Baraban decided, but it didn’t make

him feel much better.




‘. . . W-who are y-you?’ he managed to stutter.




‘My name is Vladimir—’




But the man called Sergei stepped forward and

silenced them both with a wave of something more

conventional. A black handgun.




Sergei had blond hair, gelled into tiny spikes. There

was a tattoo of a laughing woman on his bicep. It

bulged as he lifted his arm, and levelled the gun.




‘You do not talk,’ Sergei said. ‘You come with us.’




‘That is impossible,’ Baraban said quietly. Fear made

his voice shake. Only ordinary people felt fear, he

reprimanded himself. ‘Who are you?’ he said, with defiance.

‘What do you want?’ And he peered at the chunk

of black plastic in the shaven-headed man’s hand.

Scientific curiosity for a moment overwhelmed his fear:  ‘Is this a new weapon?’ he enquired. ‘I do not think I

have seen such a thing before . . .’




The man grunted. ‘We have no time for this.’ He

lifted the weapon – and fired.




Twin flaring pulses leaped across the lab. Baraban’s

chest was pierced by a fierce shooting pain. His limbs

felt paralysed. His flesh was cold and hot, burning and

numb. His vision blurred. He had read of such a thing,

after all, in a memorandum from a colleague in the

Ukrainian military. But he had not realized the device

was beyond the prototype stage. It was intriguing. These

thoughts blasted through his mind in a split second.




‘Electric bullets,’ he murmured. ‘Very advanced . . .’




And then the photographs on his wall seemed to

merge, his wife into the black hole, a supernova into his

son. He began to sway.




‘Pridurok!’ Sergei hissed. ‘Idiot! Do not let him fall!

Quick, protect his head!’




These were the last words that Baraban heard before

he slipped towards the ground – and before he was

knocked unconscious as his ample head collided with

his desk.
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Central London, 28 hours later




It was still dark when the alarm went off. The sound

sent shock waves blasting through the sleeping boy.

He’d put the clock underneath the duvet, so it wouldn’t

wake the woman in the room next door. She was a light

sleeper and she took a strong interest in his activities.

This morning, he had no desire to explain himself.




Will tumbled out of bed but was instantly alert.

Within five minutes, he was dressed. Jeans, T-shirt,

jumper and jacket, and trainers with the new soles. He

pulled a rucksack from the top shelf of his wardrobe

and a plastic storage crate from underneath his bed.

From the crate, he took the reason for the 6.30 a.m.

start: a coiled length of ten-millimetre climbing rope

and a harness. In the bottom of the crate, wrapped in a

sheet, he found the spear-fishing gun, an old birthday

present from his father, which he’d never used – at least

on fish. Will stuffed the lot into his rucksack and slung  the device on top. 6.45 a.m. His heart was pounding.

He was ready.




The third stair down was the one to watch for. One

hand on the banister, he skipped over it. Then he was

out of the front door and into the freezing fog of the

early December morning. Will closed the door gently.

He glanced up at the window of the studio. No light.

Natalia was still asleep.




Will knew the way well. Left out of the house, across

the square, telling himself to slow down, though his

feet were itching to break into a jog. Dawn was breaking.

Grey colour slowly crept over the buildings. To his

right, a red double-decker rumbled past, spewing out

exhaust. Through the dim light, a black cab followed it,

veering off towards Tottenham Court Road. Will hoisted

the pack higher on his back and pulled his scarf up

across his mouth. With numb fingers he reached into

the pocket of his jacket and touched the smooth soft

leather of a cricket ball. A ball his father had given to

him, for luck.




Seven minutes later, he was there. Will paused outside

the gates. There were two security cameras. One

over the double front doors to the school. The second

around the back, overlooking the car park. They were a

few years old. And obvious. Will had timed the narrow

arc of the front camera from a few metres on one

side of the front gate to roughly a metre on the other

side. He glanced at his watch – another present from

his father. A barometer, thermometer, altimeter, wind  sensor, bug-sweeper and timepiece rolled into one. Ten

seconds. Eight seconds. Five seconds. And he ran.




Eight seconds later, he was crouching to one side of

the main entrance. The camera had missed him by a

mile. He was breathing hard. It wasn’t the exertion. It

was excitement. There wasn’t much that he liked about

the school but the building itself was perfect. Three

storeys high – an ideal testing ground for the prototype.




Will glanced around the yard, but it was far too early

for any teachers. They wouldn’t arrive for more than an

hour. The cleaners worked at night. The caretaker had

Thursdays off.




Quickly, he slipped around to the rear of the building

and looked up. The school was old, Victorian. To

Will’s left, an iron fire escape zigzagged its way up the

solid, red brick. The walls seemed to soar. But Will had

confidence in his design. He’d been over it countless

times. The mechanism would work, he was sure of that.

At least, he thought he was sure – but there was nothing

like a trial run for throwing up oversights or errors.




Will took a deep breath. He checked his watch: 7.12

a.m. He had plenty of time. He lowered his rucksack to

the ground and pulled out the device. It needed a

name, but this was Will’s only superstition: name nothing

until it works. Then he hauled out the rope, and the

climbing harness. The harness slipped easily over his

jeans. Next came the speargun. It was low-powered,

running on pressurized gas. It should be all right, he

hoped. Deftly, he tied one end of the rope to a metal  rod to which he’d soldered a grappling hook – a

replacement for a spear.




The fog was clearing, but mist still swirled around the

roof. Will grabbed the speargun and closed one eye. It

was psychological. He felt it would help his aim. The

base of the gun close to his chest, he fired. Rope

whizzed past his ears. And, to Will’s relief, the grappling

hook caught in the old iron guttering that was

fixed just below the tiles of the roof. He gave a quick

tug. The hook moved. Then it held. Two more tugs. He

attached the device to his harness, then the rope to his

device, and tried his entire body weight. It didn’t

budge.




Two quick breaths, and he took the device in his

hand. Inside the black casing was a motor, powered by

batteries, which turned a series of cogs and wheels.

How many movies had featured gadgets like this? he

thought. How many people knew that all were

phoneys. Special effects. All faked. But this . . .




He pushed.




The response was instant.




Excitement flooded through Will’s body as it was

lifted off the ground. The cogs turned so quickly that to

anyone else the sound would have been a seamless

whirr. But Will could visualize every turn, every spin of

every wheel that was necessary to hold against the

rope, to move it through, to pull him up.




He’d intended to time the ascent, but it was too late.

Already he was three metres up in the air, and he could  see across the roof of a low house on the other side of

the road. He turned back to the wall and blinked up, as

the mist parted and the pale yellow sun took the chill

from his face. Will could make out the shape of the

lichen on the tiles. In an instant, he reached the guttering,

and swung his legs up and over. For a few

moments, he just crouched there, up on the roof. To get

to the fire escape – and so to get down – he’d have to

edge a few metres across the tiles. It had been raining

but his soles did not slip. Slowly, each muscle in his

legs tense, Will stood up. The wind cut across his face,

but it did not matter. Nothing mattered. Except that he

was there, on the roof, his school beneath his feet. Will

clasped the black plastic casing against his body.




‘Rapid Ascent,’ he whispered to himself.




After two months of creation, at last it had a name.
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Will did not know it, but it was his trial of Rapid Ascent

that secured his invitation to join STORM.




STORM. A secret organization. A group that would

change his life.




He had been wrong that early morning, when he’d

believed he was alone. Someone else had been watching.

A girl, called Gaia.
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It was a Monday, four days after the triumph of Rapid

Ascent. Will was walking along a glass-walled school

corridor, on the way from double chemistry to theoretical

astrophysics.




He was thinking about the device, and the sense of

achievement, which had not lasted. Perhaps it wasn’t

surprising, Will thought. Pleasure and excitement

quickly faded. A few hours, nothing more. Natalia had

told him it would take time. A little time, and he would

adjust. The words built an awful pressure in his chest.




Will was about to turn the corner towards the physics

labs when he felt a tap on his shoulder.




He looked around. Gaia.




‘Have you got a minute?’ she said. ‘I want to ask you

something.’




Will was curious. They barely knew each other,

though they were enrolled in the same annexe to the

main school, a unit dedicated to exceptionally gifted

pupils. There were twenty students, from all over  London. Will had taken a dislike to most of them. In

part, because they had such a high estimation of themselves.






Only the previous day, there had been laughter when

a new girl could not solve a quadratic equation. His

classmates liked nothing more than a chance to

demonstrate their brilliance, if at all possible at someone

else’s expense. Will didn’t sympathize. He’d always

taken his intelligence for what it was – something he

was born with, not something he had earned. It was

nothing to feel superior about. But he seemed to be the

only one who felt that way. Three months at the school,

and he had made no real friends. He generally kept

himself to himself, like Gaia. And yet she’d been there

for two years.




He knew this about her: she’d been kicked out of

seven schools already. She spoke fluent French, Italian

and Mandarin. She’d won a prize in last year’s international

science Olympiad. And while he came top in

every other test, she always beat him in chemistry. She

was tall and skinny and she had dark, curling hair and

brown eyes.




Will wondered what she wanted. Perhaps she

needed his help with the homework. The Birch and

Sinnerton-Dyer conjecture was difficult. There was a

one million US dollar prize for its solution, after all.




He nodded.




She looked him straight in the eye. It was an intense  gaze, and it made him uncomfortable. But the last thing

he would do was look away.




‘You’re very good,’ she said.




Will frowned.




‘I mean,’ she said quickly, ‘you know you are. You

come top in everything.’




‘Not chemistry,’ he said, slightly bemused.




She gave him a smile, which quickly vanished. ‘I’m

serious,’ she said. And she hesitated.




Will wondered where this was going. If she wanted

help with the homework she only had to ask.




‘I heard you talking to Naresh yesterday,’ she said.

‘You were telling him about that new lock you

invented.’




Will was surprised. He and Naresh had been eating

lunch in the cafeteria. He thought they’d been alone.




‘It’s got two keys?’ Gaia said.




Will nodded slowly. ‘Yeah, two keys.’




‘And last week, when you got on to the roof, I saw

how you did it. I saw you shoot up the rope. Then that

device pulled you up. ‘




Will stared at her. He hadn’t seen Gaia. He hadn’t

seen anyone.




‘How does it work?’ she said.




Anger blazed. ‘What were you doing at school?

Where were you?’




‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Tell me: how does it

work?’




‘We’re going to be late,’ Will said. Had she been  following him? But why? The thought was strange. He

made to turn away. He tried to swallow the anger.




‘Please, Will. Tell me.’




Will stopped. Her voice had not been imploring. ‘. . .

It’s got a motor in it, powered by batteries,’ he said,

with irritation, ‘that turns a series of wheels and cogs,

and they pull the rope through.’




‘I’ve seen that in movies.’




‘That was fiction,’ Will said quickly. ‘I made it work.

The US military—’ And he stopped himself. The last

thing he wanted to do was brag about his achievements.

If he did that, he was no better than the rest of

them.




‘We’re late,’ he said again. The building was silent.

Classroom doors were closed, the corridor was empty.

He started to walk towards the lab.




‘Just one thing. The thing I wanted to ask you,’ Gaia

called.




Will wanted to keep walking, but he paused.




‘I want you to meet a friend of mine. His name’s

Andrew. He’s got an idea. It will change your life.’




Will turned. Gaia was standing rod-straight in the

middle of the corridor. Her brown eyes were gleaming.

‘It won’t only change your life,’ she promised, ‘it will

change the world.’




And so, the following afternoon after school, Will let

Gaia lead him through the streets, towards Andrew.
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Will walked with his head down. Gaia had tried to

make conversation, but he hadn’t seemed keen. She’d

given up five minutes ago. Now they walked in silence.

Will followed her rapid stride. She was guiding him,

after all. He didn’t know where they were going –

except that it was to a house in Bloomsbury. And he

didn’t know what to expect – except that the meeting

was secret.




As they walked, Will thought about her words in the

corridor: It will change your life . . . But already, his life

had changed.




The night before, Will had lain awake, unable to

sleep. In his mind, he saw his mother’s dark eyes,

swollen from crying. It was three days after the news. A

man in an expensive suit had arrived at their farmhouse

in Dorset. Will had overheard the whole thing. His

father had been killed in action, somewhere in eastern

China. And he’d watched, afraid, as his mother had

flung herself on a chair, shaking with grief. She was an

emotional person. She always blamed her Russian

mother. And, she’d told Will, as he sat on the sofa in the

stricken, silent house, now she felt she couldn’t cope.

She needed to spend some time with her mother, back

in St Petersburg. It would be good for Will, she felt, for

him to get out of Dorset, to go somewhere else. Like

London, she’d said. To stay with her old best friend,

Natalia. It was best for both of them, his mother had

promised. And Will, too stunned and miserable to

speak, had only nodded.




His father was dead, and his mother had sent him

away. He had no brothers or sisters, no uncles or

cousins. Three of his grandparents had been buried

before he was ten. He was alone.




Desperate sadness had overwhelmed him. But three

months had passed, and some of that misery had turned

to anger. Those first few weeks, Will had read his

mother’s emails avidly. Every few days, they had talked

on the phone. Until she’d made it clear she still wasn’t

ready to come back. Hurt, Will had deleted her emails

and ignored her calls. Now, they no longer came. It

wouldn’t be for long, she had promised him in the car

on the way to London. She needed just a little time to

sort herself out, or she’d fall apart and she’d be no use

to him. There had been a strange note in her voice. Will

wasn’t sure what it was – but he hadn’t quite believed

her. And three months wasn’t little time in anyone’s estimation,

Will thought. It certainly wasn’t to him.




‘It’s not far now,’ Gaia said.




Her voice jerked Will from his thoughts.




The sun was low in the sky, about to dip below the

roofs. The air was cold. It bit through his jumper. They

were close to the British Museum. Ahead, coaches from

across Europe were sucking up their tourists.




To their left was a sunken garden, almost hidden

behind walls. And then an office block. Will caught a

glimpse of his reflection in a window. His longish

brown hair was flat over his ears. His narrow shoulders  were hunched. He’d lost weight since coming to

London. Through his jumper, he could feel his ribs.




And he wondered what lay ahead. He was curious

about Andrew. For the first time since Rapid Ascent, he

felt a trace of anticipation, warm in his blood.




‘That’s it,’ Gaia said.




She was peering across the road, at a two-storey

Georgian house with dense ivy clinging to the walls. It

stood on its own, surrounded on three sides by trees,

imposing and gabled, a country house in the heart of

London. The sun had vanished. Smoke rose up from

twin chimneys, through the dusk.




‘Andrew can’t wait to meet you,’ Gaia said. ‘You’re

just what he wants.’ And she coloured slightly. ‘Don’t

take that as a compliment, I only mean it as a fact.’




Gaia quickly crossed the street, into shadows. She

was a strange girl, Will thought. But then she probably

thought he was strange. Most people seemed to. At

least, they did now, here in London, where he felt so

strongly that he did not belong.




Gaia glanced back. ‘Come on,’ she said.




She led the way to a back door, overhung by a vast,

leafless oak. There was a stainless-steel intercom, with

an old-fashioned phone handset. No button to press,

Will noticed, and yet a green transmission light had

flicked on as they’d approached.




Gaia picked up the handset and pressed it to her ear.

She waited a moment and then replaced it.




‘No one there?’ Will said.




‘Ear-print recognition. It recognizes the shape of my

ear, and—’




‘Yes,’ Will said quickly, impatient to skip past his misunderstanding.

‘I know what ear-print recognition is.

But it’s a gimmick. It’s nowhere near as accurate as iris

checks, or fingerprints.’




Gaia shrugged. ‘Andrew likes gimmicks.’




Will glanced up. Drilled into the lintel above the

door was a tiny hole. Containing a miniature camera,

he guessed. This was primitive security. And obvious.

But perhaps it was designed more to impress most

guests than to keep undesirables out.




At last, a boy’s voice cut in.




‘Yes, good Gaia, you would have been in automatically

but the camera picked up someone else. Will

Knight, I presume?’




‘Yes,’ she said.




The intercom crackled.




Gaia shivered.




She slapped the intercom. ‘Andrew, hurry up!’




There was a click, and the door opened. It revealed

a boy of about their age. He was small and skinny,

dressed in red trousers and a white T-shirt embroidered

with an elephant. A gold watch hung heavy on his slender

wrist. Bright-blue eyes smiled at Gaia and scanned

Will up and down. He wore thick, frameless glasses,

and an expression of assured sincerity. Fourteen, but

more like forty, Will thought. The boy held out his hand.




‘Pleased to meet you, Will,’ he said. ‘My name’s

Andrew. Welcome to STORM.’




Expectation.




If Will was honest, it had eaten into him.




Gaia had given only the name, and dropped few

hints. Andrew wanted to reveal the detail himself, she’d

said, as they’d stood together in the school yard, after

double astrophysics. But she’d known how to tempt

Will. The very latest technology would be available.

Any piece of kit that he might reasonably need would

be his. His capacity for thinking of useful kit was pretty

infinite, Will had told her. It would be no problem,

she’d replied, her eyes shining.




Now, Andrew led the way into his house. They

passed through a darkly lit hallway. It was heavily wallpapered,

in embossed green. Greek busts were illuminated

in niches in the walls. At the end of the hall,

Andrew opened the door to a spacious drawing room.

The first object Will noticed was a yellow chaise

longue, angled towards the open fire. And then a skull,

on an antique card table. Beside it was a photograph of

the British astronaut, Esmee Templeton, with the words

To Andrew, keep reaching for the stars, Esmee scrawled

in biro at the bottom. Prints of exotic birds and horses

with hounds were hung in vast gilt frames on the walls.

Will blinked.The scene was lit with a thousand brilliant

shards of light from a crystal chandelier.




Will’s heart was beating fast. It irritated him. He

pressed his palms to his trousers.




‘Please, sit down,’ Andrew said with formality.




But Will had already crossed to the skull. Softly, he

touched the rough edges of a hole about a centimetre

across, halfway back along the cranium. The bone was

cold.




‘Human,’ Will said.




‘Trepanned,’ Andrew said, his back to the fire. Gaia

was on the chaise longue, beside him. ‘He had a hole

drilled into his head to release an evil spirit. That was

before effective anaesthesia. I imagine he must have

needed rather a lot of evil spirit to help him cope with

the pain.’




Will glanced at Gaia. Andrew even told forty-year-old

jokes.




‘But Gaia could tell you all about it.’ Andrew turned

and plucked a dusty book from the shelf beside the fireplace.

Journey to the Bismarck Archipelago was printed

on the spine in faded gold ink. ‘Dad used this one,

didn’t he?’ he said, waving it at her, a smile on his lips.




She read the title. ‘Andrew.’ It was a word of warning.






‘No, really – Will, listen to this.’ And Andrew flicked

the book open to an apparently random page. ‘It was

close to dusk when we arrived at the encampment. My

legs ached, sweat burned in my eyes. There was a

beauty in the half-light. But, barely a moment later,

there was horror . . .’ Andrew peered at Gaia over his

glasses. ‘What comes next?’




‘Andrew.’




‘Come on, Gaia – what comes next?’




‘Andrew, please!’




But he was smiling. ‘Come on, I know you know.

Don’t you? Don’t you, Gaia?’




‘You know I do,’ she said, exasperated, and she

turned her eyes to the flames.




‘So tell me the next sentence.’




‘Shut up, Andrew. Please.’




And Andrew raised an eyebrow at Will, who was

confused. ‘It was the scream of a man inhabited by

demons. The scream of a man who, as we watched, had

his scalp peeled back, and his skull spiked through.’




‘Skull pierced through,’ Gaia said, unable to stop

herself.




Andrew beamed at Will, triumphant and proud. ‘The

wonders of a photographic memory. My father’s a psychiatrist.

He used this book to test her . . . Didn’t you

know?’




Will glanced at Gaia. She looked embarrassed, more

than anything. ‘No,’ he said.




‘And you go to school with her. I’d have thought it

was obvious.’




Will shrugged.




‘Andrew loves talking about other people,’ Gaia said,

her exasperation fading. ‘It’s one of his faults.’




But Andrew only smiled at her. ‘I don’t see how it

can be a fault when I point out a strength. So, Will,’ he

said, and he replaced the book, ‘Gaia tells me you’re  the best student in the class. That’s quite an achievement,

given your company.’




‘It is what it is,’ Will said. He hadn’t meant to sound

cryptic. ‘That’s true,’ he said, seeing no point in false

modesty. ‘Except for chemistry. No matter how hard I

try, Gaia always beats me.’




Andrew placed a friendly hand on her shoulder. And

Will watched with interest as she turned to the fire,

apparently warming her hands, but at the same time

shrugging Andrew off.




‘Right,’ Andrew said, and he pushed his glasses back

up along the bridge of his nose. A nervous gesture, Will

thought. ‘It’s been nice making your acquaintance.

Now give me a few minutes then come down to the

basement. I’m going to make sure everything’s set up.

Caspian’s already down there.’




Andrew gave them a brief wave, and he vanished.




As soon as he had gone, Will checked out the room

more thoroughly. Along with the antiques and the sinister

curios there was a lot of high-tech gadgetry.

Nothing too innovative. All off-the-shelf. A metre-wide

LED TV screen, the latest Apple iBook, open on a

spindly legged writing desk. On the richly woven carpet

were two halves of a wireless keyboard, which

were designed to sit on each knee, to remotely control

a computer.




‘It must be useful to have a photographic memory,’

he said, without looking at Gaia.




‘Sometimes,’ she said.




And a firmness in her tone encouraged him to

change the subject.




‘All the stuff in this house must cost a fortune. Do you

make that much from psychiatry?’




Gaia looked surprised. ‘It’s Andrew who’s rich.

Andrew Minkel, I thought you’d have heard of him. The

software millionaire? He made his first million by the

time he was ten. Now I think he’s up to about two hundred.’






‘Two hundred million?’




She nodded. ‘He owns this house. His aunt lives

here, but she’s on holiday somewhere in Scotland. She

goes away all the time. Andrew prefers it. His parents

are overseas.’ Gaia glanced at the gold clock on the

mantelpiece. ‘. . . We should really go down. The door’s

in the kitchen.’




And Will followed her into the hall and through to

the basement steps.
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At once, his full attention was seized by the room

below. It was cavernous, with black-painted walls. At

the rear, Andrew was fiddling with something on a low

table. Three plastic-moulded chairs were arranged in a

row, their backs to the steps, facing the table. In one

corner of the room was a stainless-steel bench, topped

with kit. From the steps, Will recognized an electron

microscope, equipment for DNA sequencing, even a  gun whose spark could catalogue the precise make-up

of a sample of rock.




A tall, well-built boy with a loud, deep voice and a

shock of black hair leaned against one wall. He and

Andrew appeared to be arguing.




‘We must blame the solar cycle,’ the boy was saying.

‘Radio emissions from the Sun confirm that the peak of

activity is approaching. The danger will increase—’




‘But didn’t Delacroix contradict—’ Andrew started to

say.




‘Nonsense,’ the boy shouted, angrily waving his

hand. ‘Delacroix has the brain of a dog.’




‘Animal intelligence—’ Andrew began, before once

more he was silenced.




‘Delacroix has the intelligence of a foetus. It is the

failing of mankind. Without geniuses, where would

humanity be? In the Stone Age! We are the ones who

must carry life forward.’




‘Forward to where?’ Andrew said, and he stopped

fiddling and stood up.




‘To perfection! We must mirror the objectivity, the

efficiency of space. Think of the precise absence of the

vacuum, the unthinking devastation of the supernova,

the hunger of the all-consuming black hole! Why

should humanity not have at least a taste of that perfection?

We are of space. Our molecules belong to the

universe. To pretend otherwise is to waste our time—’

He seemed to check himself. ‘To pretend otherwise is

to waste what we can be.’




At the top of the steps, Will shook his head. ‘He’s

insane,’ he whispered to Gaia.




She shrugged. ‘In some ways.’




‘We are of space?’




‘He’s right – in a sense.’




‘He’s mad.’




She gave a tight smile. ‘He’s supposed to be very brilliant.’






‘So who is he?’




‘His name is Caspian Baraban. Son of the famous

astrophysicist.’




Will thought for a moment. He’d never heard of an

astrophysicist called Baraban. But he didn’t want to

admit this to Gaia.




‘How do you know him?’ he asked instead.




‘Andrew’s known him for years. I don’t think they’re

close friends. But they went to primary school together.’




‘In England?’




Gaia nodded.




‘So why does he still talk with a Russian accent?’




Gaia shrugged. ‘I think he spends most of his time

with his father – maybe that’s why. I only met Caspian

a couple of weeks ago.’ She hesitated. ‘There were only

going to be the three of us to start with, but then I told

Andrew about you.’




‘What about me?’




She looked round. ‘He wants the best people.’




‘At what? Solving the Birch and Sinnerton-Dyer conjecture?’






‘You solved it?’ Gaia’s eyes were wide.




Will almost smiled at her astonishment. ‘Not yet,’ he

conceded. He switched his gaze to the scene below.

‘Does Caspian know what’s going on?’




‘He knows as much as you.’




‘And you?’




‘I don’t know everything. When you know Andrew

better, you’ll understand. This is important to him.’




Andrew must have heard them talking, because he

looked up and waved.




‘Excellent timing!’ Andrew called. ‘Please, come and

sit down.’




Caspian Baraban stared up suspiciously at the new

arrivals.




‘Caspian, meet Gaia and Will,’ Andrew said, as they

took their seats. ‘Will, Caspian is an astrophysicist.

Caspian, Gaia is a brilliant chemist. Will is . . . well,

apparently Will is an inventor.’




Will glanced at Gaia. ‘Inventor,’ he mouthed.




‘How else would you describe yourself?’ she whispered.






‘Not only an astrophysicist,’ Caspian announced.

And Will felt Caspian’s cool, black eyes lock on to him.

‘I also have interests in quantum physics and nanotechnology.’






‘Of course,’ Andrew said.




‘In fact, only last month I was with my father in

Cambridge – you will have heard of my father, of

course – he pioneered research into strangelets—’ And  Caspian bit his tongue. Thoughts were tumbling

through his mind. Thoughts and fears. He could not let

them out.




‘I think,’ Gaia said, ‘that Andrew is ready.’




Gaia had noticed Andrew’s faintly nervous impatience.

Now he flashed her a grateful smile.




‘Right,’ Andrew said. And he pulled a keypad from

his pocket and pressed a button.




The lights dimmed. He pressed another switch and a

cloud of mist descended from the ceiling. Will guessed

what it was at once. For the first time that evening, he

was impressed. He’d read the patent only the previous

month. Sandwiched between two layers of flowing air,

the fog became a screen.




‘I got this last week,’ Andrew was saying. ‘The company

wants me to test it.’ And he composed himself.




Will sat back in his chair. All eyes were now on the

skinny boy with the bad clothes and more money than

Will could even comprehend. Maybe at last he would

discover what STORM was all about.




‘Imagine,’ Andrew said.




He waved his hand towards the fog. Instantly, the

hovering screen was illuminated. Pale light danced

across the walls. Andrew pressed another button on the

keypad and an image of a mushroom cloud appeared

and rotated.




‘The atomic bomb,’ Andrew continued. ‘August

1945, it killed more than two hundred thousand men,

women and children.’




Another click.




Will recognized the shape of a chemical plant.




‘Bhopal. 1984. An explosion in India. Poisonous

fumes filled the air and more than fifteen thousand

died.’




Another click. A coal-fired power station, blasting

out dark smoke.




Another click. Birds dripped with oil from a slick.




Another click. An emaciated man lay on parched

ground. Flies clustered around his mouth. A child was

crying nearby, his belly distended.




‘The world is full of nightmares,’ Andrew was saying.

‘The same world has money. We have science. We have

international funding bodies, we have committees to

do this and committees to do that. And yet malaria kills

a child every thirty seconds. Megacorporations pollute

the atmosphere, so global warming threatens us all.

AIDS wipes out more than eight thousand people every

single day.’




Andrew’s face was taut, his expression intense. He

was behaving, Will thought, as though he was talking to

a conference hall packed with eminent listeners, rather

than three other kids. Andrew must have been thinking

about this day for some time. Caspian, Gaia and

him . . . Was Andrew pleased with his audience? Will

wondered.




‘We have a choice,’ Andrew was saying. ‘We sit

back, we wait, we hope that one day we can grow up

to do something about the bad in the world. Or we act.’




Another click. The fog went blank for an instant. A

logo appeared. STORM. In red letters, rotating.




‘S.T.O.R.M. Science and Technology to Over-Rule

Misery. We might be young, but we are not impotent.

We can act. We can change the world. The only real

challenge is for us to believe it.’




He let his gaze focus on each of the three members

of his audience. Andrew’s words had been drenched in

belief. His blue eyes were alight with passion.




‘My vision is this,’ he continued. ‘That we come

together, and we recruit others who have talents, and

under the banner of STORM we work to tackle the

problems in the world. Why not? We’re geniuses. We

can take on HIV. We can take on global warming.

We have the brains. I have the money. I say: let’s do it!’




There was a stunned pause. After a few moments,

Caspian Baraban began to clap. Gaia put her own

hands together. Her head was bowed and nodding,

apparently in deep agreement. Will looked at them in

disbelief. And his anger surprised him. Who did they

think they were? It was typical, he thought – exactly the

warped idea of reality of his classmates. He hadn’t

known what to expect from the evening. But he

hadn’t expected this. It was all so worthy, he thought.

And naive. Disappointment, and three months of

frustration, rose to the surface.




‘Don’t you think—’ Will said loudly, and the clapping

stopped. He stood up, and stepped towards

Andrew. ‘Don’t you think you’re expecting a little too  much? We haven’t even left school. You want to take on

global warming when the best scientists in the world

are already working on it? You think you can beat HIV?’




Andrew looked at him impassively. ‘Yes,’ he said.

‘With others, I think we can.’




‘Working here in your basement?’




‘Why not?’ Andrew said.




Will shook his head. ‘You’ve been successful and it’s

done something to your head. You think because you

can make money out of software you can solve the

world’s problems? I can’t believe how arrogant you are.’




There was a tense silence. At last, Andrew nodded

slowly. ‘And I can’t expect everyone to share my belief

from the start. Most of us are so used to living within

confinements we can no longer even dream of what

truly is possible. We accept, because we are taught that

we should not expect.’




‘What you’re talking about is a dream,’ Will said.

‘That’s all. You want us to waste our time on things we

can never achieve. I have better things to do.’




Andrew shrugged. ‘If you feel that way, Will, you

may of course feel free to leave.’




Will’s next sentence froze in his mouth. He glanced

back at the three seats. Baraban was sneering at him in

scorn. Gaia was looking at him gently, a slight frown on

her face.




And Will instantly felt heat in his cheeks. Perhaps he

should have kept his mouth shut. He could have left

and simply not said a word.




He turned away from Gaia, and he leaped up the

steps, out of the door, and into the blackness of the

night. He walked quickly, and he didn’t look back. His

mind was racing. It was odd behaviour for him. In the

past few months, he’d learned to keep his own counsel.

But what he realized was this: he’d been curious about

STORM. He’d begun to think that Gaia might be all

right. He’d let himself hope that something new could

be about to change, even to improve, his life. And life

as usual had let him down.




Will sighed and angrily shook his head. It was no

good thinking that way. It would get him nowhere.

What would his father have said?




And Will brushed a tear from his cheek. The trace of

moisture that remained was evaporated by the night

breeze. It chilled his face. He wrapped his arms tighter

around his chest. It wasn’t far to Natalia’s house.




A few minutes later, he was outside her gate. The

first-floor window was lit. Her studio. Will could see

the outline of her plump body at her desk. He could

even see the fine brush in her hand. Natalia. His

mother’s childhood best friend. Natalia would look

after him, his mother had said, as she’d packed up her

house and packed off her son.




Will reached in his pocket for his key. The second

key, for the one lock. It was true, he had invented it . . .

Double Entry. It was simple. Natalia could switch the

setting, so, with one key, she could give access to the

builders who were always working on the crumbling  terrace, but with the switch turned, a different key was

required – and any builder who might be tempted to

come back and help himself to some of her art would

be kept out. It was better security than Andrew’s, with

his useless ear-print recognition and his mail-order

miniature cameras. And Will thought of Gaia in the corridor

at school, and all she had seemed to promise.




He glanced at his watch: 6.30 p.m. He’d told Natalia

he had extra science classes after school. She believed

him, of course. She seemed to believe everything he

said. It wasn’t so much that she was trusting, Will

thought, more that she didn’t seem to live quite in the

real world. The key turned. Will pushed open the door.




Russian folk music was playing on the old stereo in

the kitchen. From upstairs there were voices. Natalia’s

– and a man’s. Her friend, Roden Cutler, Will presumed.

Then his pocket vibrated. He pulled out his

phone, frowning at the name of the person who was

calling. Gaia.




Will stopped the call and put the phone back in his

pocket. He didn’t feel like talking to her. He felt like

going up to his room, lying down on his bed, trying to

forget about the past few hours. But then the song

changed.




. . . As you sleep, I hold you dear




As you dream, I’m always near . . .




The song stopped Will in his tracks, one hand on the  polished wooden banister, one foot on the first stair. As

you sleep, I hold you dear. As you dream, I’m always

near . . . His mother had sung in Russian these words,

from this song, when he was a young child, as she’d led

him to bed. Those lines meant all was well. Meant she

was there. Will’s stomach turned. Nausea made his

body weak. He wanted to go through to the kitchen, to

switch off the music. But he seemed unable to move.

And then:
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