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  CHAPTER




  one




  Calum Challenger gazed in awe at the image on the computer screen. Well, to be fair, he gazed in awe at the image on the central one of the ten

  screens that hung, at different heights, suspended from articulated arms, in front of his work desk. The image was blurred and grainy, but that wasn’t the screen’s fault. His

  multi-screen, high-definition, hex-core computer system was the best that money could buy – and despite the fact that he was only sixteen he had access to a lot of money. An awful lot

  of money. No, the image was blurred and grainy because it had been blown up from a photograph taken with a mobile-phone camera at long range while the subject was moving. Even so, he could just

  about see what it was.




  He leaned back in his chair. Five years he’d been waiting for an image like this to turn up. Five years. Now that it was here, captured in colour on his computer screen, he

  wasn’t sure how he should react.




  A cold breeze from the darkened expanse of the warehouse behind him caressed the hairs on the back of his neck. He didn’t turn round. He knew that it was just a random gust of wind through

  a ventilation grille – the alarm systems would have gone off if anyone had actually broken into the warehouse. He was, as he almost always was these days, alone.




  The screen showed a figure against a background of grass, bushes and rocks. Judging by the figure’s shadow, the background was slanted – perhaps a hillside or a slope.




  The interesting thing – the thing that had made Calum catch his breath in wonder – was that the figure didn’t look human.




  It was difficult to tell its size, with only the heights of the bushes with which to compare it, but Calum got the impression that it was about the size of a large man. It was stooped, with

  rounded shoulders and bowed arms that dangled in front of it. Its skin seemed to be covered with short red hair, with the exception of pale lines up its spine, down the inside of its forearms and

  beneath its jaw. He could have been looking at a big, hairy man with a stoop, except that the face was different. A thick ridge of brow pushed out over the eyes, like on a chimpanzee, and the teeth

  and jaw were pushed out slightly, but a distinct nose projected. Chimpanzees didn’t have noses.




  Calum drew a box round the figure’s right hand with a couple of clicks of his trackball, and flicked the section of image inside the box to another of his screens. The result was pixelated

  almost to the point of incoherence, but he could just make out what looked like a thumb that was nearly as long as, but separate from, the rest of the fingers, and angled so that it could close

  against them. An opposable thumb – that was another thing that ruled out the possibility that it was a chimpanzee. Calum knew that their thumbs were much shorter than the rest of their

  fingers, making it easier for them to climb trees. Gorillas had opposable thumbs, but this wasn’t anything like a gorilla. Some Old World monkeys, like mandrills, also had opposable thumbs,

  but they were all small – the size of a dog – and there was no way they could be mistaken for human. No, this thing was unique.




  He ran his fingers through his long hair and interlaced them at the back of his neck. He supposed it could be a man in a mask and a hairy suit – like that 1967 footage taken in California,

  supposedly showing an ape-like creature locally known as Sasquatch, but which had turned out to be a hoax. That was the problem with these blurry photographs or jerky video clips – they could

  so easily be hoaxes. And yet . . . its forearms seemed longer in proportion to its upper arms, and to the rest of its body. Reduced to a silhouette, it just didn’t look human. If the

  creature was a hoax, then it was a very well-constructed one.




  The creature. He laughed suddenly, and the laughter echoed back to his ears from the cold brick walls of the warehouse. He was already thinking of it as the creature. Just a few

  moments ago it had been the figure. Somewhere in his mind, it seemed that he had already made a decision about the photograph’s likely authenticity.




  He could sense his heart beating faster than normal. He felt slightly light-headed. Off in the distance the sound of London traffic drifted through the ventilation grilles, but Calum

  couldn’t hear it. Mentally, he was listening again to his father’s voice, deep and comforting, echoing over the gulf of time from five years before.




  ‘You know, Calum, the original human species in northern Europe and central Asia was the Neanderthal. They were slow-moving creatures: large heads, bulbous foreheads and covered in

  hair. They were organized in clans, often living in caves, and had the intelligence to make fire and use tools. However, out of central Africa, at a time of particularly low sea levels, came

  Homo sapiens – “thinking man” – our direct ancestors. They were descended from tree-dwelling apes and were smaller, more agile, intelligent and inventive. There was

  probably a time when the Neanderthals and Homo sapiens made room for each other, but, as the sapiens culture expanded, battles must have been fought for land and food and gradually

  the Neanderthals were driven to more mountainous and inhospitable regions and eventually, or so it’s believed, made extinct. Remember the stories I told you about how American settlers

  treated Native American Indians? Or how Canadian settlers treated the Inuit, or Australians the Aborigines, or New Zealanders the Maori? The list goes on. It’s a similar pattern. It’s

  the spread of the dominant culture and the destruction of the weaker. But what interests me, Calum – and your mother, probably rightly, thinks I’m crazy – is the possibility that

  Neanderthal man may have continued to live and breed in small bands in extremely isolated locations surviving in some form even up to the present day. Wouldn’t that be something? To find a

  Neanderthal and come face to face with a living descendant of the original inhabitants of Western Europe?’




  That had been the last thing that his father had said to him. Apart from ‘Goodbye’.




  Breathing heavily, Gecko stood on top of the three-storey building and looked out across the rooftops of London.




  The wind ruffled his hair. Down on the streets, where the ordinary people went about their business, it was warm and damp, but up here, where the wind scoured the city unobstructed, it was cool

  and fresh. And he could see the sky above and all around him.




  His right foot throbbed where he had landed hard from his last jump, and he could feel a burn on his back where he had forward-rolled over a gravelled tarmac roof twenty minutes before, but they

  were minor distractions: badges of valour in the great game that was free-running.




  He knew exactly where he was, but he still took a moment to orient himself. Making assumptions about what was on the roofs around him was a quick way to injury, or even death. He’d seen it

  happen before, to friends of his. Other free-runners. Things could suddenly appear – air-conditioning vents, pipes, piles of bricks stored somewhere out of the way, even pigeon coops, rabbit

  hutches or stretches of urban garden. If you jumped across a gap between two buildings expecting there to be a flat roof on which you could roll, only to find that someone had started building

  themselves an attic, you could find your day seriously ruined.




  His sharp eyes scanned the gap in front of him. Everything looked the same as he remembered. The gap was about three metres across – an alley between this building and the next one. He had

  a feeling that the building on which he stood was an old fire station converted into an upmarket wine bar – the balustrade round the edge of the roof was ornate, sculpted from stone rather

  than moulded from concrete – but he didn’t particularly care what was going on at street level. He just cared about the roofs, and the roof of the building on the other side of the gap

  was about a metre lower than this one. If he rolled left when he hit it, then he’d go through a skylight and plunge inside the building; if he rolled right, then he’d impale himself on

  a rusted pipe that had probably once been part of a ventilation system. In between the skylight and the pipe was a stretch of flat tarmac about a metre and a half wide and four metres long. He

  could hit the roof about fifteen centimetres in and roll, to absorb some of his momentum, then come out of the roll running, and vault across the low chimney that blocked his path. He knew that on

  the other side of the chimney there was a sloping section of tiles down which he could slide. At the bottom was a gutter. If he spun right and ran along the edge of the gutter, he would be in a

  perfect position to leap across the next gap and grab on to the fire escape of the five-storey building next door.




  He paced five steps backwards, paused, took a deep breath and ran towards the edge of the roof.




  As Calum remembered his father, pictured his face and heard his voice, he felt the old, familiar feeling of helpless grief well up within him. His chest tightened, and his

  breath caught in his throat. He could feel the tears behind his eyes, but he forced it all away, pushed it into the locked area at the back of his mind, which he kept for all the memories from that

  time.




  To distract himself, he checked the source of the photograph again, just to be sure he knew where and when it had been taken. It was one of a bunch of images uploaded to a photo-sharing site by

  someone who claimed to be backpacking in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains. Calum had found it by accident; or, rather, his automated internet search-bot applications had found it for him and

  flagged it up for his interest. Look at this! the caption said. Never seen anything like it! One of the locals LOL?




  According to the date/time stamp, the image had been taken two days ago. With a couple of clicks of his trackball, Calum called up a particular and rather unusual piece of software that

  automatically checked the metadata of any photograph to see if there was a GPS tag attached. Many mobile phones had GPS chips that could locate the phone to within a couple of metres, and that data

  was often embedded in photographs. A window of the latitude and longitude digits appeared on the screen. He copied the figures and flicked them over to a third hanging screen – one with

  Google Maps running continuously. The rotating globe in the window suddenly expanded, as if Calum was plummeting from orbit towards the surface of the Earth. Within moments he was gazing at a

  picture of what looked like a dark green crinkled lettuce leaf sprinkled with mayonnaise, but which was probably ice-capped mountains seen from above. A label told him what he was looking at:

  Caucasus Mountains, Georgia.




  Georgia – the former Russian republic, now a fully fledged country in its own right. Well, that matched the place where the backpackers claimed they were located. And, of course, if there

  were examples of the missing evolutionary link between apes and men still living somewhere in the world, a remote mountain range on the border between Europe and Asia was more likely than, say, a

  shopping centre in Essex – although, based on some of the TV programmes he’d watched recently, perhaps man-apes in Essex weren’t as far-fetched as people might think.




  On a whim, he copied the name of the girl who had posted the photograph online, and he flung it across to a fourth suspended screen. There it was immediately pasted into a specialized search

  program that he’d had written a few years before. The program took any name fed into it and cross-referenced that name with a whole range of databases – census information, school and

  university records, registers of births, deaths and marriages – along with social-networking sites and then parsed the information to provide a description of that person’s life in

  accessible form. Within thirty seconds, Calum was reading an essay about the girl who had taken the photograph, which contained information that even she had probably forgotten about.




  Various pictures of the girl were scattered through the text, showing her at different ages. He skipped over them. What she looked like wasn’t important: the fact that she was real

  was. All he wanted to know was that she had no hidden reasons for being in the Caucasus Mountains – like faking a sighting of a creature that looked like nothing known on Earth. He was

  gratified to find out that not only was she real, but she had been talking about her backpacking trip well in advance, and she had no interest in practical jokes, hoaxes or unknown creatures. She

  was taking a gap year before studying engineering at Warwick University. As far as he could tell, she was genuine.




  His fingers hovered over the keyboard. Should he upload it to the website? It was speculative, certainly, but then what part of looking for evidence of previously undiscovered creatures still

  living in the world wasn’t?




  Before his brain had made a firm decision, his fingers hit the keyboard, starting up the app that would upload the photograph to his website. He quickly typed in a caption for the photograph:

  Possible image of missing link in foothills of Caucasus Mountains. Is this the fabled Almast? The app automatically linked the word Almast to the description already held on the

  website’s database: the thousand words or so that he’d written two years ago about the Almast:




  

    

      

        The Almast is a supposedly man-like creature reputed to inhabit the mountainous regions of central Asia and southern Mongolia in small, hidden tribes. Although the Almast

        is not currently recognized or catalogued by science, there are numerous local stories and legends about it, dating back nearly seven hundred years. Almasti (the plural) are typically

        described as human-like and bipedal, about 150 cm tall and covered with reddish-brown hair. It is said that they have protruding brows, flat noses and weak chins. The descriptions are very

        similar to those of Neanderthal man. Is the Almast a lingering remnant of Neanderthal man, still alive in the modern day?


      


    


  




  He gazed at the photograph again. Neanderthal? Or maybe one of the earlier forms of man, the ones that came before Homo sapiens – Australopithecus afarensis,

  Australopithecus sediba or Homo erectus?




  He needed real evidence. He needed something he could hold in his hand.




  A fifth screen – the one that he kept perpetually displaying his website, The Lost Worlds – flashed as the information on it updated. He swung his chair round so that he could see

  it. He kept an eye on it throughout the day in case someone uploaded a new photograph, or took part in one of the discussion forums that he moderated (or, to be honest, often left to moderate

  themselves). As he watched, the home page changed to display the new image – the one of the possible Almast. His caption ran beneath it.




  Calum liked to think that, across the world, people were hunched in front of their computer screens staring in amazement at the image he had put in front of them. In his heart of hearts he knew

  that probably wasn’t the case. Despite the fact that he had some ten thousand people who logged on to The Lost Worlds on a regular basis, he was enough of a realist to know that they

  didn’t spend their lives hanging on his every word. Over the course of the next few days, most of the people who were interested in the same subject as he was would check the website out and

  see the new photograph. There would be some discussion, and perhaps, if he was lucky, someone else might have a snippet of information that they could add – another photograph, or a story

  they had heard from a friend.




  If he was really lucky, then some university researcher would offer to organize an expedition to the Caucasus Mountains to look for the Almasti. The chances of that were slight, however.

  Cryptozoology – the study of creatures that either shouldn’t exist at all or shouldn’t still exist – was frowned on in academic institutions around the world. No

  researcher who valued their job or their reputation would ever get involved. Not obviously, anyway. He knew, from the ISP addresses of the computers that connected to his website, that about a

  third of his regulars were associated in some way with universities or colleges. Perhaps they were students looking for something unusual, something for a laugh, but he liked to think that there

  was a small core of zoology and palaeontology professors checking him out in their spare time.




  And maybe, just maybe, one of them would take the plunge one day and get in touch with him.




  Maybe this latest photograph would be the trigger.




  ‘Now remember: be nice, smile if you can and try not to get too freaked at the way Calum moves around his apartment.’




  Natalie Livingstone raised her eyebrows at her mother in what she hoped was appropriately withering teenage scorn. ‘I’m always nice, I always smile and there’s nothing in the

  world that can freak me out apart from mismatching shoes and handbag.’ She paused, replaying in her head what her mother had said. ‘Why – what’s freaky about the way he

  moves around his apartment?’




  Gillian Livingstone – Professor Gillian Livingstone, Natalie corrected herself in the same way that her mother corrected anyone who introduced her without the honorific –

  glanced at the rivet-studded metal door that separated the two of them from the apartment of this Calum Challenger boy. ‘You know I’ve been taking an interest in Calum since his parents

  died, don’t you? Between us, his great-aunt and I try to make sure that he can live the kind of life that he wants. They were my best friends, and I promised them that if anything happened

  I’d make sure Calum ate properly, got a good education, didn’t spend all his inheritance on a Ferrari Testarossa and didn’t mix in the wrong company.’




  Natalie closed her eyes briefly. Parents were so stupid sometimes. She’d heard the story, like, sooo many times before. ‘Yeah, I know. They died in a car crash three years

  ago. I remember when it happened.’




  ‘Two.’ A brief spasm of pain crossed her mother’s face. ‘Two years ago.’




  ‘Right. Sorry.’




  ‘What I didn’t tell you is that Calum was in the car with them. He was fourteen – a year older than you were. He was . . . injured.’




  Natalie had a sudden flash of horrible scarring, like from some gross horror film, and winced. She didn’t like ugly things.




  Her mother must have caught her expression. ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ she said drily. ‘He’s not a monster who has to hide away from all human contact. Looking at him, you

  can’t tell quite how serious the crash was. But when he moves . . .’ She paused. ‘Well, his spine was affected. There was nerve damage.’




  ‘He has a broken back?’




  ‘Not quite. It was never actually broken, but the damage to the nerves was so great that his legs are paralysed.’




  Natalie thought for a moment. ‘Oh, right. He’s in a wheelchair. That’s OK.’




  Her mother shook her head. ‘Actually, no. He’s got a wheelchair – a very good, very expensive one, but he doesn’t like to use it. He says it makes him feel like

  he’s not on a level with anyone else.’




  Natalie tried to imagine what Calum Challenger did without a wheelchair. The only thought that came to mind was just too stupid for words, but she said it anyway. ‘So what does he do

  – crawl around the apartment or something?’




  ‘Not quite. It’s difficult to describe. Wait and see.’ She reached out and pressed a series of keys on a security pad by the door. Somewhere behind it, Natalie heard a

  buzz.




  While she waited for something to happen, Natalie looked around. Behind her was a large lift – one of those you see in American movies looking like they are only half made, out of wire

  mesh and metal struts, with those strange wooden doors that split horizontally in the middle and open up and down on some kind of pulley system, rather than side to side. The lift had brought them

  directly up from the door that led off the street – and ‘street’, Natalie thought, was a polite way of describing the narrow cobbled alley where they had parked. The lobby area

  where they were now waiting was lined in unpainted brick that was so old the corners were rounded and bits of them were flaking off. This place probably dated back centuries.




  Her eye was caught by a movement above the lift. For a moment, she thought it might be a rat, and she was prepared to utter a dramatic ‘Eugh!’ and demand that they left, like,

  right away, but she recognized it as a camera. A closed-circuit security camera. The movement had been the camera rotating so that it was pointed directly at her.




  She turned her back on it, the way she turned her back on anything that didn’t fit into her ideal world.




  A few moments later the door opened.




  The boy standing in the doorway was not what she had expected. He was tall – taller than her, and she was taller than average – and his nose and jaw were so perfectly formed that his

  face looked like something from a Greek statue. His hair was collar length and unkempt, but in a ‘can’t be bothered’ way rather than a messy, ‘can’t look after

  myself’ way. His eyes were a piercing blue, and he was standing strangely, slumped against the door frame with his left arm out of sight, but what she could see of his torso made her think of

  an inverted triangle – immensely wide shoulders and thick arms, a chest that narrowed down to a thin waist and legs that were much narrower than his arms.




  ‘Professor Livingstone,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t expecting you.’




  Natalie’s mother smiled. ‘Nice to see you too, Calum. I was in London for a conference, and I had some spare time, so I thought I’d come over and see how you are.’




  Calum was nodding politely, but his eyes were scanning Natalie’s face. She could almost feel a spot of heat where his gaze touched, and she had to fight hard to maintain a steady,

  challenging stare back at him.’




  ‘You brought your personal assistant?’ Calum asked.




  ‘No, I brought my daughter. Calum Challenger, meet Natalie Livingstone.’




  ‘I suppose you’d better come in,’ he said. He turned round clumsily, and Natalie saw that the arm that was out of sight behind the door frame was actually reaching up above

  Calum’s head and holding on to a leather strap that had been screwed into the ceiling. As her eyes grew used to the dim light within the apartment, she saw that there were similar straps

  – like the ones she’d seen on buses, on the rare occasions she’d had to catch a bus – hanging in a regular pattern all the way across the room.




  Just at the moment her mind worked out what they were for, and her lips formed an unplanned ‘You have to be kidding!’, Calum Challenger reached out with his right hand for

  another of the straps, and begin the process of swinging across the apartment, obviously expecting them to follow.




  That, she thought as she watched him move away from them, would explain the arms and the shoulders. His upper-body strength must be amazing.




  ‘Freaked?’ her mother asked softly.




  ‘Getting there,’ she replied.




  Exhausted, hot and sweating, Gecko swung in from the fire escape through the window into his flat.




  It wasn’t the main window, of course. He kept that closed for security reasons – burglary was a common problem in south London. He swung in through the smaller window on the top

  – the one he kept open for ventilation. It was barely large enough for a cat to get through, let alone a burglar, but he knew that if he came down the fire escape fast enough, grabbed the

  right metal strut in the right place, swung round and launched himself feet-first at the small opening then he could pass right through, flip in the air and land on his feet in the centre of the

  living room. There were maybe fifteen people in London who could do that – eight of them were squatting in the three-storey house where he lived, and none of the others were burglars.

  Trespassers, yes; risk-takers, certainly; but not burglars.




  It all went perfectly up until the point at which his feet were supposed to hit the wooden floor of his living room. His speed down the fire escape was perfectly judged; his hands gripped the

  strut in the right place and didn’t slip, and his body slid right through the open window like a letter through a letter box. His clothes didn’t even touch the window frame.




  The problem was that someone had put a chair in the centre of the room.




  He hit it and his legs crumpled beneath him just as the chair toppled over, pushed by the force of his arrival. He hit the floor, tucking into an automatic roll, but feeling something in his

  shoulder tear. With luck it was just a few muscle fibres, rather than a tendon.




  He came out of the roll in a crouch, hands on the wooden boards and feet braced, ready to push himself away and run. There was nowhere to run. A man stood directly in front of him, legs braced,

  hands on his hips. Another man was standing by the door to the hall. The closed door.




  Both men had crew-cut hair and faces that looked like they had taken some beatings in their time. One of them was black, the other white. They both wore black jeans, T-shirts, leather jackets

  and sunglasses, even though they were indoors.




  ‘Are you here to do the cable installation?’ Gecko asked. He could hear the pain and the tiredness in his voice, but he couldn’t help himself.’




  The man in front of him smiled. ‘Eduardo Ortiz,’ he said. His voice had a foreign twang – Polish, perhaps. Maybe Russian.




  ‘My name is Gecko. I have never heard of this “Ortiz”.’




  The smiling man in front of Gecko reached out his hand and took Gecko by the hair, pulling him upright. Gecko couldn’t help noticing, in the few moments before the hand vanished from his

  sight and the pain began, that his knuckles were scarred and his little finger ended halfway.




  ‘It wasn’t a question. You are Eduardo Ortiz, also known as Gecko. A gecko is an annoying little reptile that can run up walls, yes? I looked it up in a dictionary.’




  ‘No, really,’ Gecko said through clenched teeth, ‘I told you, I have never heard of him.’




  The man twisted Gecko’s head left and right. Gecko’s scalp burned with the pain of the wrenched hair.




  ‘Apart from us and you, there is nobody here. If this isn’t your place, then what are you doing here?’




  ‘Burglary?’ Gecko ventured.




  The man released Gecko’s hair, pushing him backwards at the same time. Gecko stumbled, but caught himself before he could fall over.




  ‘Funny you should mention burglary. We hear from friends of ours that you are very good at climbing walls and getting through small gaps.’ He gestured to the tiny window. ‘We

  would have asked for a demonstration, but we have seen the evidence ourselves. We want you to come and work for us. In a . . . private capacity.’




  ‘Installing cable?’




  The man shook his head. ‘Not installing. Taking away. Money, jewellery, passports, iPods, mobile phones . . . anything you can carry.’ He nodded towards the door. ‘People out

  there take precautions if they think someone can get into their flats or houses. They lock their doors and windows, and they install alarm systems, but if they think it’s impossible then they

  don’t worry so much. But someone like you, who can get into impossible places . . . well, you would be quite an asset to us.’




  ‘And who is this “us”?’ Gecko asked.




  The man shrugged. ‘We are new to this country. From Eastern Europe, you understand. It is . . . a land of opportunity. We, for instance, have the opportunity to make a lot of money. You

  have the opportunity to not get your arms and legs broken. Everyone is happy, apart from the people who lose their money and jewellery and mobile phones, but even they can claim on their insurance,

  so they are happy as well in the end.’




  ‘Can I . . . think about it?’ Gecko asked.




  ‘Do not think too hard. Thinking is a dangerous hobby. In Eastern Europe, we are fatalists. We believe that what happens is meant to happen. You are meant to work for us, committing

  burglaries. It is fate. Accept it.’ He moved towards the door. His silent companion stepped to one side and opened it. ‘We will return tomorrow for your answer, which will be

  “yes”, but we would rather you came to that conclusion of your own free will than be forced into it here by us.’ He stopped, and pointed a finger at Gecko’s face. Either by

  accident or design, the way he held his hand made it look like he was miming a gun. ‘Do not talk to the police. Do not talk to your friends. Do not talk to anyone about this. It is

  between ourselves, yes?’




  ‘Yes,’ Gecko said quietly, but he was talking to a closing door.










  CHAPTER




  two




  Tara Flynn’s bedroom was like Tara Flynn herself – small, dark and chaotic. She sat on her bed, tablet computer propped up against a

  pillow on the duvet in front of her and a Bluetooth keyboard perched on her lap. Her long brown hair fell in front of her face like a curtain, shutting out the world.




  A window popped up in the corner of the screen, accompanied by a soft chime. The words How’s it goin’? were highlighted within it.




  Tara clicked on the window, and typed a response: No luck yet. She pressed <return>, and an application on her tablet encrypted the message and sent it out over the ether.




  She went back to what she was doing: attempting to find a way inside the security firewalls of a big and remarkably secretive company who called themselves Nemor Incorporated, but about which it

  was incredibly difficult to find out anything. She’d only discovered their internet presence by following a link from an email that had been revealed on WikiLeaks. Nemor Incorporated

  didn’t seem to have an openly available, easily accessed website for those people that wanted information on what the company did, or wanted to apply for a job. It almost seemed like you

  needed to already know about the website in order to find it: you couldn’t just look up the company name on Google or Bing and link to it. In fact, when Tara had tried to do just that

  she’d got no hits on the name, which almost made her think that Nemor Incorporated was actually paying the big search-engine providers to keep their name out of searches.




  Another soft chime alerted her to a response – one that her app quickly decrypted before displaying it. Tara and her friends never communicated using unencrypted messages. Stuff that moved

  across the internet could be easily captured and read by anyone. That was how Tara and her friends got most of their information in the first place.




  Nemor’s some kind of big fish in commerce, that’s for sure, the message read. Their name crops up in emails from defence contractors, the US government, large tech

  companies – all kinds of places, some quite nasty. They’re into something big. What are the chances you can get in?




  Tara snorted. Chances are 100%, moron, she typed, and sent the message.




  While she waited for a response, she brought up the Nemor Incorporated website in her browser. There were some generic pictures of bright young people with neat smiles, neat haircuts and neat

  suits that looked like they’d been provided by an advertising company, and some close-ups of generic scientific stuff like silicon chips and chemistry-lab equipment that looked like

  they’d been ripped off from somewhere else on the internet – nothing which actually said what it was that the company did. There was a short paragraph that said absolutely

  nothing in 200 words, and a line of text that said: ‘If you have a Nemor Inc. user ID and password, please log in now. If you wish to contact Nemor Inc., please use the contact email address

  below.’ Two empty text boxes let people type in user IDs and passwords, if they had them. Below that was a hyperlinked email address.




  Tara pinged the email address using one of her own apps, but the response came straight back: – Error – this email address is invalid.




  Interesting. They didn’t seem to want – or maybe expect – any incoming emails from members of the public. That kind of industrial secrecy made Tara and the other people in her

  group very suspicious.




  She set another app working on the user ID and password boxes, cycling through millions of permutations of names and words picked randomly from the dictionary on the faint chance that some

  combination might accidentally be correct, but she wasn’t holding out much hope. To get past this kind of authentication system you usually needed to know something about one of the

  employees – a name that you could use as a basis for generating a system username, and some personal information that would help identify a password, like their date of birth, or their

  partner’s date of birth, or a favourite hobby or something. Here, she had nothing. Even the WikiLeaks references weren’t specific enough.




  Frustrated, she called up the HTML code underlying the website and glanced through it. The code was concise, neatly written and well documented. But there was something odd about it.




  She looked closer. There was a hotspot on the site – a button that could be clicked, which led to a different site, but the button was the same colour as the background website colour, so

  it was effectively invisible. You had to know it was there if you wanted to click on it – just like you had to know that there was a company called Nemor Incorporated if you wanted to find

  their website in the first place.




  Another soft chime, and a new message popped up in a window. You want to hand it across to someone else to work on?




  No! she typed back. She knew that the loose affiliation of activists, anarchists and hackers that she hung out with – electronically, at least – had a whole load of computer

  experts who were more experienced than she was, but she felt like this was her baby. Investigating Nemor Incorporated had been entrusted to her, and she wanted to prove that she could do it, break

  their security. If they were part of the military/industrial/financial complex that effectively controlled the entire world through puppet governments and complicated financial transactions, then

  she wanted to do her bit to shut them down. If politics and democracy couldn’t clean up the world, then it was time for the activists to have a go.




  Now that she knew where on the website it was, she clicked on the hidden button. Her browser screen cleared, and the Nemor Incorporated front page wiped away to be replaced with a different

  screen. This one was much more impressive, and much more informative. Beneath a company logo that looked weirdly like a unicorn caught in the crosshairs of a telescopic rifle there were hyperlinks

  to other pages that appeared to be site maps, lists of company locations, lists of departments, subsidiary companies . . . all kinds of things. It was going to take her a while to filter the

  information.




  Another chime, and a message window opened up. She glanced at it quickly, ready to put her friends off so she could work her way through the website she’d discovered.




  Miss Tara Flynn, the message started, you have found our hidden website. Congratulations. We need to talk to you.




  What the . . . ? She glanced around her bedroom automatically, suddenly suspicious that someone was watching her, but the door was closed and she was alone.




  Who is this? she typed back after a few minutes of indecision.




  The answer flashed back almost instantly. This is Nemor Incorporated, Security Division.




  How did you track me? she typed, heart hammering in her chest. Nobody had ever managed to penetrate her own computer firewalls before. She’d thought she was impregnable.




  Child’s play, came the response. Not even worth the time to explain. Let us get to the point – you are committing industrial espionage. You have two choices – face

  legal consequences, or agree to do something for us. We could use your particular skills.




  Tara took a deep breath. This was scary. If they knew who she was then they would know where she was, and that could lead to all kinds of unfortunate consequences.




  She glanced again at her bedroom door. Somewhere out there, in the halls of residence, her college friends were drinking, dancing, talking and otherwise having fun. And in here she seemed to

  have awakened a serpent.




  Still there? The text appeared suddenly. It almost seemed to be mocking her.




  She reached out to the keyboard to type a response.




  Like a stone gargoyle, Gecko crouched on the parapet that ran round the edge of a block of offices near the river. It was the highest roof he could get to by free-running.

  Free-runners were honour-bound to only use physical means of getting from place to place. Lifts and escalators were forbidden, and even stairs were frowned upon.




  He supposed that he could actually climb up the sides of buildings, like a rock-climber, and get to higher roofs, but it would be risky – he might fall and kill himself. Yet it

  wasn’t the risk that stopped him accessing the higher roofs; it was the fact that climbing slowly up the side of a building like a cockroach wasn’t beautiful. Free-running was an

  art form. The running, the leaping, the rolling, the sliding and the controlled falling that ended in legs compressing like steel springs – they were like moves in a tennis match, or brush

  strokes in a painting. Each one had to be fluid and beautiful in its own right, simplicity hiding strength and complexity, but, also, they had to fit together into something greater than

  themselves. Climbing up a wall, fingers and toes scrabbling for cracks to hold on to, that had no beauty, no style.




  His gaze scanned the distant horizon: a mishmash of buildings in different architectural styles, all of which went together to make up the London skyline. On his right there was a clutch of new

  tower blocks that had sprung up in the few years since he had moved to London: the Shard at London Bridge; the Strata apartment block at Elephant and Castle, with three wind turbines set into its

  roof; and the office block on the site of the old Baltic Exchange that was known as ‘the Gherkin’ because of its strangely bulbous shape. Gecko could think of other names for it.




  He sighed. He knew that he was just trying to distract himself. He needed to make a decision: should he agree to work for the Eastern European criminals who wanted him to be their sneak-thief or

  should he just pack his few possessions and disappear, move to another flat in another area?




  The problem was that if he just moved a little way away, they’d find him again, and next time they wouldn’t be so polite. He supposed he could move out into the suburbs, or even to

  another part of England, but how would he be able to practise free-running then? He’d seen the outskirts of London – places like Pinner, or Nine Elms: rows and rows of two-storey houses

  like Lego blocks. Where was the challenge there? He supposed he could move to a different city, like Liverpool or Manchester – they had a whole set of different-sized buildings with their own

  different challenges – but they also had their own criminal gangs, and pretty soon there would be someone else looking down at him, making gun-shapes with their fingers. He could find

  somewhere smaller – a town or a village – but he’d probably be able to get from one side to the other via the rooftops in ten minutes. Where was the challenge? Where was the

  art?




  He shook his head. Good sense told him that if he wanted to keep on free-running then he had to stay in Central London, and that meant he had no choice but to become a thief.




  Could he? Was he really capable of sneaking around in people’s bedrooms, riffling through their private possessions for something his Eastern European masters could sell for a quick

  profit? What would happen if he got caught? He’d be locked up in a cell two metres square. No chance of free-running there. He’d go insane.




  Two options, neither of which ended well for him. One impossible choice.




  Abruptly, he stood up. He needed to run. He needed to feel the wind whistling past his ears and see the ground flashing past far below his feet.




  He raced left, towards the edge of the roof. There was a route in that direction he’d rehearsed before, one that was challenging enough to take his mind off his problems for a while.




  Reaching the edge of the building he jumped on to the parapet and used his momentum to carry him out into empty space.




  He fell: feet first and arms extended, wind pulling his hair back into a comet’s tail behind his head. His target was a small patch of tiled roof two metres away vertically and four metres

  away horizontally. He hit it, the impact taking his breath away and sending shockwaves up through his chest. He let his legs take the strain of landing. His forward motion continued, and he rolled

  head over heels, scraping his spine on the hard tiles but coming out of the roll in a pumping run. The next building abutted this one, separated by a metal railing. He vaulted the railing. The

  metal was cold beneath his fingers. He kept running, diverting round a central vent without breaking stride, taking huge gulps of air to keep his blood oxygenated.




  A three-metre gap separated this building from the next one. It was just too far to jump – maybe if it had been lower he’d have managed it, but it was on the same level as the roof

  he was pounding across. Workmen had put a girder across the gap at some stage in the past. Cables hung beneath it, secured by plastic ties. Gecko leaped on to the girder and ran across the gap like

  a man on a tightrope.




  This roof was a crazy paving of flat sections, sloping sections, sunken skylights and sudden vertiginous drops that formed ventilation shafts. Gecko jumped and dodged his way across the various

  obstacles, on the verge of over-balancing several times, and darted round a central pyramidal section of glass that topped a lobby far below. The next building was higher than this one – no

  chance of landing on the roof this time. Instead he let his eyes scan the face of the building as he raced towards the edge. A nanosecond before the last safe moment to stop he saw that the window

  straight ahead and one storey down was empty of glass. It had been like that for as long as Gecko could remember.




  He leaped into empty space.




  His trajectory carried him in a perfect parabolic curve. He brought his legs up to his chest and curled his arms round his knees as the wall of the building opposite zoomed towards him. Brick .

  . . more brick . . . and then the open window! His curled-up body fitted perfectly through the space. As the frame passed his face he explosively uncurled. His feet hit the windowsill so hard that

  spikes of pain jolted up to his hips. His thigh-muscles absorbed the impact and rebounded like springs, projecting him in a flat dive along the central corridor of the deserted building. He

  extended his hands in front of him. His palms hit the wooden floor, and he let momentum carry him in a series of flips past empty doorways and graffiti-covered walls. Maybe a shocked face –

  red-rimmed eyes and a straggly beard – gazed at him from one of the empty doorways, perhaps not. He was past too quickly to say for sure. He came out of the flips in a run, grabbed a banister

  at the end of the corridor and yanked himself sideways into a stairwell, nearly dislocating his shoulder in the process.




  The sound of his feet pounding the stairs echoed like thunder through the building and through his skull. He descended two levels, then emerged on to a lower floor and raced back down the

  corridor, heading towards the building he’d just come from, but diverting halfway along into a room with a door hanging drunkenly from its hinges. A stained, torn mattress shoved into a

  corner and a burnt area of floorboards, as if someone had been cooking in the centre of the room, were the only two things he noticed as his feet carried him racing across the space towards the

  lone window. Like the one two floors up, it was bereft of glass. He jumped through the space like a hurdler, knowing (because he’d done that run so many times before, each time getting

  slightly further than the last) that the building got narrower as it went up and that the ceiling of the floor below formed a balcony-like roof outside the window through which he’d just

  jumped. He raced to the edge of the roof and jumped again, this time over the gap between the derelict building and a warehouse next door.




  The warehouse roof was tiled, and it sloped from one side to the other. This was the furthest he’d got by free-running before, and he stopped to catch his breath and to work out what his

  next move would be – either this time or next time he did the run.




  The tiled roof was punctuated by a series of rectangular skylights made of frosted glass. The glass was patterned with a grid of wires, presumably to make it stronger. Each skylight had a metal

  pipe projecting up from beside it, and each pipe was capped with something that looked like an upside-down flower pot. Something to do with ventilation, Gecko assumed.




  He leaned on one of the pipes while he took a series of deep breaths. He could feel the burn of the lactic acid build-up in his muscles.




  The trouble was it didn’t matter how far he ran – his dilemma had no problem keeping up with him. The same question still loomed large in his mind – what should he do about the

  Eastern European gangsters who wanted him to become their pet burglar?




  No. Push that to one side. Worry about that later. Now was for free-running.




  Gecko was just in the process of straightening up and looking around to see what was accessible from where he was standing when an electronic voice spoke right next to his ear. ‘Warning!

  Warning! Intruder detected!’




  The shock made him step back inadvertently. His heel caught against the lip of the nearest skylight. He fell backwards, hands desperately clawing at the air, and crashed through the skylight,

  the slivers of flying glass rising above him like a swarm of glittering insects.




  Calum had said goodbye to Professor Livingstone and her daughter, Natalie. Now he sat in the darkened living area of his warehouse apartment, holding a bottle of Coca-Cola in

  his hand and sipping occasionally. It came from a bottling plant in Mexico, and he had it shipped across the Atlantic especially for him. The Mexican production process used cane-sugar sweetener,

  rather than the lower cost high-fructose corn syrup that was used to sweeten Coke everywhere else in the world. He found the taste cleaner and sweeter. It was something that made his life more

  bearable, which he could afford, so he bought it. And it was healthier. Either Professor Livingstone didn’t know about his little extravagance or she was letting him get away with it. At

  least it wasn’t a Ferrari Testarossa.
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