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A microsecond later, a gleaming figure appeared

in the doorway. Will recognized it at once.

Il Fantasma . . . And now it was here, in this

room, barely ten metres from him. . . . Brilliant,

and deadly.
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Venice, Italy. 8 April. 02.26




‘Lights!’




At once the dungeon blazed with white.




At last, thought the figure that stood trembling on the

glass floor, with a pounding heart and staring eyes.




He trembled from excitement, not fear.




Hanging from an iron stave driven into one of the

damp-streaked walls was an LED screen. It showed

the contents of another room: the metallic glint of an

ancient mirror, a stuffed bird, one dusty wing askew. A

sagging leather armchair. A sculpture of an Ethiopian

warrior. And there, inside a spindle-legged display

cabinet beneath a leaded window, a square, ebony box

inlaid with pearl.




‘Cameras!’ he commanded.




His pulse soared. Tonight, he would strike the slumbering

city of Venice.




‘You are ready, Master?’ came a reedy voice from

behind a red velvet curtain.




The figure took a deep breath. His lungs tingled. His

senses seemed electrified. Through the fifteenth-century

walls, he fancied he could hear fish swimming in the

dank waters of the lagoon. The lights of the dungeon

sizzled his retina. He could taste wealth. Knowledge.

Revenge.




‘I am ready. Activate the connection,’ he whispered.

‘And . . . action!’




Venice, Italy. 8 April. 02.28




In her frescoed bedroom in her parents’ imposing

palace on the Grand Canal, Cristina Maria della Corte

di Castello Bianco sat up. Her black hair streamed

around her shoulders, silvered in the moonlight. She

pushed it back. Listened hard. She’d heard something;

she was sure of it.




Silently, she slipped into the hallway. Saw handwoven

carpets, painted ceilings, cherubs smiling on

masses of golden clouds. Nothing moved. But something

had woken her. And before she’d opened her eyes

she’d heard an odd slithering.




Surely it couldn’t be her brother, whose room was

down the hall but who was impossible to wake. Her

parents were in Rome. The only other person in the

house that night was Adriano, the butler. But what  would he be doing, sneaking around the fourth floor at

half past two in the morning? Had she imagined it . . . ?




No. There it was again! And it was coming from next

door – from her father’s museum. It had to be her

brother or Adriano, Cristina reasoned, with some relief.

No thief would know the code to switch off the thermal

alarms active in each unused part of the forty-roomed

palace.




Annoyed now at being woken, Cristina threw open

the door to the museum.




‘Porca vacca!’ She clasped a hand to her mouth.




She wanted to cry out.




Could not.




Something was inside the museum. It was by the

leather armchair, beside the open window, its back

towards her. But what a back. It was hazy. Insubstantial.

Grey. No, pink. The colours were shifting. Was it

human? No!




‘What—’ she started. But her red mouth hung open,

useless. Her eyes were streaming back data that her

brain struggled to comprehend.




No, she thought. No. Yet realization was running in

prickling shudders up Cristina’s straight-talking spine to

her astonished brain: what she was seeing was – had to

be – a ghost.




The ghost was moving. It was stepping up to the

broad window ledge. A soft breeze swept into the room.




‘No!’ Cristina cried, her vocal chords responding at

last.




But before her legs would do the same, the figure

twisted and fell, catching its foot on the sill. Its hazy

body vanished into the night.




Cristina dashed to the window. Her bronzed hands

pressed against the frame, her ears ringing with the thermal

alarm she had activated, she thrust her head into

the damp air. Saw nothing. The palace fronted directly

on to the canal and this side was in shadows.




Cristina ran from the study. Along the hall, down the

broad, marble-chipped staircase and to the worn stone

steps outside the front door.




She peered hard to the left and to the right.




Nothing.




The canal looked peaceful. Moored wooden motorboats

bobbed up and down. An orange beam from an

artificial light jagged across the moss-black water.

Showed only ripples.




Cristina shook her head. What had just happened?

What had she just seen?




Half an hour later, she still had no answers. But she’d

realized two things.




One: the square ebony box was gone.




Two: underneath the open window, on a rug that had

once belonged to a Shah of Iran, was a tiny pile of something

very strange.
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STASIS HQ, Sutton Hall, Oxfordshire. 14 April,

Good Friday. 02.00




For one hour, the stately home had been silent.




Will Knight could time that to the second. Because

for the past three and a half hours, he’d lain awake in

his room. He’d listened, ears straining, as lab doors

were slammed shut, as lights were switched off.




Now, he thought.




Will crossed to the trestle table desk. It supported a

small black rucksack, a penknife and an angle-poise

lamp. Will yanked the hot head of the lamp towards

him. He flicked out the smaller of the knife blades. And

he bared his forearm.




There it was. Translucent, a couple of millimetres

across, stuck to his flesh with timed glue.




This glue was formulated to last 120 hours. The tracking

dot would fall off in the morning, Shute Barrington

had promised him. But Will needed his freedom tonight.




Holding his breath, Will pushed the tip of the blade

underneath the rim of the dot. Then he lifted it. Pulled.

Pain flared through his skin. But there was no blood. His

skin – minus a few hairs – was intact.




There was no time to waste. Will shoved the tracker

underneath his pillow and grabbed the rucksack. He

opened the door. Saw no one. Lightly, he ran along the

corridor and made a hard right down the narrow back

staircase to the rear exit. Will hesitated. He’d have to

use his pass key to swipe his way out. The swipe would

be logged. But by the time anyone checked those logs,

it would all be over.




His pulse starting to speed, Will held his pass to

the automatic reader. A click. And he emerged into the

black spring night. No moon. No stars. From his rucksack,

he pulled a narrow-beam torch. It picked out

jagged branches and bluebells, which lined the muddy

track that skirted the wood. This track would take him

right to his destination.




He glanced back. No lights. Nothing moved.




No one had seen him.




Two minutes later, and Will had cleared the wood.

His breathing was coming fast. Behind him, shadowy

elms and oaks creaked in the darkness. Concealed

beyond was Sutton Hall, an E-shaped Elizabethan

mansion, and the headquarters of the Science and

Technology Arm of the Secret Intelligence Service –

home to the men and women who, under the lead of

Shute Barrington, created ‘support technologies’ and  provided scientific advice to Britain’s foreign intelligence

service, MI6.




Here, Will had spent the past five days. And those

days had been used well, he thought, as he made for

the lakeside storage shed. Will tore off his jacket and

jeans. Underneath, he wore a breathable dry-suit,

‘borrowed’ earlier from the primary store.




From the mess of equipment piled on the shelves,

Will collected a pair of fins, a buoyancy control vest and

a re-breather, and he pulled his new device from his

rucksack.




The helmet fitted tightly. Running from the back were

twin waterproof cables which connected to a strip of

orange plastic and to a simple control panel that Will

strapped around his wrist. Will pressed the plastic strip

to his tongue. The sleeve of his suit felt loose. It was too

big, but it would protect him from the worst of the cold.




And it would be cold. Will was sure about that. He

fixed his gaze on the black water.




Research Lake 2.




It was circular, with a diameter of eighty metres.

Connected by sluice gates to the larger Lake 1, which

was invisible behind a line of silver birch trees.




Will knew all about Lake 2. He’d heard about it the

previous day. It had a maximum depth of seven metres.

There was a patch of slippery weed in the north-west

corner. An underwater obstacle course, constructed

from touch-sensitive plastic hoops, metal-framed

tunnels and concrete boulders. And, somewhere in  those dark waters, was the reason for Will’s covert

expedition.




A metal box. Contents unknown.




Barrington had told Will he couldn’t have it. Tonight,

Will would prove him wrong.




Will shut off his torch. And the world vanished. His

retinas were stunned, rod cells demanding something –

anything. But it was useless. No moon. No stars. No

light.




Will bit down on the mouthpiece of the re-breather.

The miniature canister would provide him with just

seven minutes of air. Much less than a scuba tank, but

a scuba tank would be far too large and unwieldy. This

canister would have to be enough.




Ready. Will activated his helmet-mounted equipment.






Set. He pulled on his fins.




And he dived, plunging into the glassy water.




Cold rushed. It poured into the suit, scoring goosebumps

across his skin. But Will barely noticed it. His

brain was concentrating on the crackling patterns that

were firing against his tongue.




His helmet was fitted with miniaturized sonar equipment.

It emitted radio waves. When they hit something,

they bounced back, and those returning signals were

reported in the firing pattern of the one hundred and

forty-four electrodes integrated into the strip of plastic

stuck across Will’s tongue.




After a little practice, his brain had learned to understand.  It could use those tongue signals to build up a

picture of the world around him. With this kit, Will

could ‘see’ underwater. In the dark.




Now, Will focused. He knew the target box was

somewhere in the south-west corner, among the touch-sensitive

apparatus of the obstacle course. Last night,

three of STASIS’s finest research officers had used their

experimental night vision kit to try to find the target. But

their systems provided too narrow a field of view. They’d

set off the alarms built into the inside edges of the hoops

and frames before they’d had a chance to get close to

the box. They’d all failed. Barrington had prevented Will

from trying.




‘You’re fourteen years old, Will. I can’t let you.’




The words burned in Will’s brain.




As he descended now into the blackness, Will performed

the valsalva manoeuvre. By pinching his nose

and trying to exhale through it, he raised the pressure

in his throat. This sent air through his Eustachian tubes

into his middle ears, equalizing the pressure in his ears

and in the water, and preventing his eardrums from

bursting.




Will felt the pressure of the water increase against

his body. A descent to ten metres would double the

pressure, compared with the surface. Will was close to

six.




And he hesitated. The sonar signals told him he was

approaching a solid, circular-shaped object. A hoop.

Instantly, they picked up something else. And Will’s  spine twitched. Concentrate, he told himself. It was soft.

Waving. Anchored. Weed. Only weed.




Very slowly, moving his head to the left and the right,

Will passed through the hoop, taking care to keep his

arms tight along his sides. He probed the underwater

landscape, and he made out the entrance to a tunnel

formed from four ladder-like frames of metal. Scanning

his head to the right, he ‘saw’ that it right-angled after

ten metres. Was it the tunnel that had caught the others

out?




Kicking gently, Will arched his body, easing himself

inside. One touch, he knew, and the alarms would go

off. But if he swam too slowly, he’d lose momentum,

and so control. He had to judge his pace precisely.

Shimmying, feeling more like a fish than a human, Will

reached the kink. Instantly, he bent at the hip, angling

himself around the bend. What was that?




There – underneath a gap in the rungs of the frame.

Will could sense the outline of something oblong. He

must be close to the lake bed, he realized. And this

object was roughly the right size – twenty centimetres

by thirty. Almost holding his breath, waving his fins just

enough to keep him in position, Will reached out,

through the gap. Touched slime. A little to the left.




His fingers hit metal. Instantly, he felt around the

edge of the object. A box. Will grinned in the darkness.

Ordering his hand not to tremble, he grasped the box,

and millimetre by slow millimetre, lifted it inside the

tunnel. At once, Will clasped it to his chest, and he  shimmied forward, and out of the end, almost into open

water. Will twisted his body, exultation making his heart

race. He was ready to kick for the surface.




And he froze.




New signals were rushing against his tongue.




He had never felt anything like this before. But he

knew at once what they meant.




Something was approaching. Not something. Somethings.

And they were approaching fast.
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‘Sir!’




The screen beside Shute Barrington’s bed burst into

life. It showed the time: 2.15 a.m. And it showed the

chalk-white face of Charlie Spicer, his deputy.




‘Spicer?’




‘Sir! Will Knight is in Lake 2. The sluice gates are

open!’




Barrington’s temperature instantly fell five degrees.

‘What the hell is he doing there?’ But, even as he spoke,

Barrington knew the answer.




‘The interior tunnel alarm just sounded! I was in the

Lake 1 lab. I’ve got the controls. I can see his clothes on

the bank! I’m going for the launch.’




‘The devices?’




‘I’m on them, sir!’




‘You can make them listen to you, Spicer?’




Spicer’s mouth jerked. Nervous tension. ‘Yes. Sir.’




‘They’d damn well better!’ Barrington hissed. He

leapt out of bed, grabbed his leather jacket. And he ran.
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Impact. It hit Will in the right thigh and sent him rushing

backwards until his back collided with something

hard. Fear rushed through him in pounding waves. His

breathing was shallow and fast. But at least he still had

the mouthpiece. At least he was still breathing.




He reached out. His hand clasped metal. The frame

tunnel.




Instantly, Will arched his body and he slipped inside

the frame. Perhaps it would give him some protection.

But from what? He pressed a button on his watch. The

face showed the time, air pressure, that bugging devices

were absent from Will’s vicinity – all sorts of facts that

were irrelevant at this moment. But it also revealed one

vital piece of information: he had forty-five seconds of

oxygen left.




Will adjusted his helmet. He turned his head just as

the second impact hit. The entire frame shook. Will

gripped the bars with one hand, feeling his stomach

lurch. And his other hand flailed. Will cursed, as he felt

the box slip out of his fingers, into the blackness.




Triumph had vanished. He was seven metres under

water. It was the middle of the night. He didn’t know

what was attacking him. He had ten seconds of oxygen

left. No one knew he was here.




The negatives out of the way, what were the positives?

Will racked his brain.




Nothing.




The sonar told him three objects were circling him.

He had to do something and he tried to take one last,

deep breath. No response. An ache gripped his lungs.

He was out of air. Carbon dioxide was building up. He

had no choice. He had to get out of that frame. He had

to try to make it to the surface.




Will spat out the mouthpiece. He let go of the metal,

and he kicked. Once more. The sonar told him he was

out of the tunnel and he told his brain not to listen, kicking

harder and harder still, ignoring the signals searing

from his lungs. At last, he gasped as he broke the

surface.




Instantly, Will’s muscles turned to stone. Something

invisible rammed into his shoulder sending him

spinning and coughing. Eyes staring, Will peered desperately

round. And he saw a light. A face. Felt the water

churn.




Charlie Spicer. In a motorboat, the propeller close.

Spicer’s thick arm was reaching for his shoulder.




‘Grab my hand!’




Spicer’s fingers wrapped around Will’s arm, digging

into the flesh. Will felt himself pulled out of the water.

Hauled into the boat. He was flat on his back, wires

dangling from his head, shoulder throbbing.




‘Are you OK?’ Spicer looked like Will felt. ‘Will?’




For a moment, Will could not speak. He looked up.




Above him, the sky stretched black across Oxfordshire.

Will’s limbs tingled. His shoulder felt numb now. But

nothing really hurt. He met Spicer’s gaze.




And then, bursting through the miniature speaker

slotted into Spicer’s ear, he heard the voice of Shute Barrington:

‘Spicer, I’m on the shore. Do you have Will? Is

he alive?’
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Will couldn’t hear the engine of the anonymous Ford

Transit SWB. Or the wheels of the van, as they headed

for London. Only Barrington’s voice in his head.




Will watched the countryside flash by, and then the

outskirts of London and the headlights of lorries on

the M25.




In the driver’s seat beside him, Shute Barrington

glared blue thunder at the road.




Barrington. Half an hour ago, he had been furious.




‘That tracker was for your own safety!’ he’d yelled,

back at STASIS HQ. ‘You’re a fourteen-year-old intern,

Will. You’re our guest. I told you not to go in the lake

for your own safety. If something happened to you, what

the hell would I tell your mother? She’d fry me.’




Will had tried to explain.




All he’d wanted was to test his technology. Barrington

should understand, Will thought. After all, Will

made things. That was the reason he’d been invited to

Sutton Hall.




Will had met Shute Barrington four months ago, in St

Petersburg, with Andrew and Gaia, on the first official

mission for STORM. ‘Science and Technology to Over-Rule

Misery’ – or so Andrew had named them at the

time. They had been on the trail of a dangerous new

weapon. And STORM had beaten Barrington to it.




Will was STORM’s inventor. Or ‘the Maker’ as

Andrew sometimes called him, to Will’s irritation.

Impressed by Will in St Petersburg, Barrington had

asked him to spend the first week of the Easter holiday

out at the Oxfordshire base. Will’s mother, a professor

of astrophysics at Imperial College, had been a consultant

to STASIS in the past. She knew the territory, and

she’d let Will go on one condition: that Barrington

guaranteed her son’s safety.




The first day, Will had walked around in slack-jawed

wonder. He didn’t have clearance for exposure to every

project. But he hadn’t been disappointed.




Barrington had showed him a prototype hand-gun

that automatically transmitted its precise geographical

location when it was shot. In a conservatory converted

into a lab, Will had tried out a hand-held device that

could record and play back smells. Later, from behind

toughened glass, Will had watched as Barrington

demonstrated a way to explode silicon chips. The aim

of the project was to create laptops that could be

ordered to self-destruct if they were stolen.




For the next four days and nights, Will had helped to

develop kit for underwater use. He’d brought his own  ideas. Pet projects that he hadn’t quite got around to

completing. And he had concentrated on the sonar

‘vision’. All he’d wanted was to test it. To pit himself

against the prototype underwater vision devices

developed by the STASIS techies. To prove that his idea

was the best. Barrington had forbidden it.




‘If you’re going to work with us, you’ll have to learn

to listen to my orders!’ Barrington had fumed, while

Will dripped Lake 2 water on to the grass.




Barrington had been wearing only a pair of white

boxer shorts under his customary black leather jacket.

But his voice was steel. His blue eyes had been flaming.

It was impossible not to respect him.




Will had taken Barrington’s fury and returned it in

kind. ‘And you’ll have to learn to take me seriously!’




But by the time the van pulled up outside the terrace

in Bloomsbury, both Will and Barrington had calmed

down.




Will glanced across the road at his closed front door,

black in the monochrome darkness. And up, at his

mother’s bedroom, blinds shut. She wasn’t expecting

him back until lunchtime.




‘. . . I got the box.’ Will said.




Barrington dropped his hands to his knees. Leather

creaked. ‘Yeah. I know.’




‘I dropped it when I was attacked.’ Will whispered the

last word.




Barrington’s face clouded. ‘I can’t tell you what they

were, Will. You understand? Not won’t. Can’t. You’re  smart. You get the difference.’ Then Barrington pulled a

black hold-all from the back seat. ‘Your projects. I’m

going on holiday. When I get back, you can impress

me.’




Will nodded, relieved. He realized he’d been afraid

that Barrington might decide to sever all links with

STORM. With him.




At the front door, Will turned and called: ‘I had a

good week.’




Shute Barrington nodded. His expression still deadly

serious, he replied: ‘You did well . . . Don’t work too

hard. Eat chocolate eggs. You still look like you need

them.’




Then the tyres screeched, and the van sped away.
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Three trills. And a series of loud judders. Will’s mobile

was vibrating its way across his desk.




Will opened his eyes. Was confused for a moment.

Then registered his things.




The oak desk, built five years ago by his mother,

pushed up against the wall. The cricket ball that Eric

Hollies used to bowl the legendary Donald Bradman

out. This had been a present from Will’s father, the

Christmas before he died – before he was killed in

action somewhere in eastern China, on a mission for

MI6.




Now the ball was blackened. It had been scorched in

an explosion in St Petersburg.




Sleepily, Will reached out a hand. A text message.

From Andrew:




‘URGENT. You must be back by now. If so come at

once. Or call me!’




Will squinted. 1.30 p.m. He noticed a cup of coffee

on the floor. Touched it. Cold. His mother must have  noticed the closed door and crept into his room to

welcome him back. He’d heard nothing. Will chucked

the phone on his bed.




Five minutes later, just as he was falling asleep again,

his duvet vibrated.




Five words.




‘I mean it, Will. Now.’
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Two o’clock, and afternoon spring sunshine lit the

streets of Bloomsbury.




Pale green leaves looked unnaturally bright. The air

itself seemed to gleam.




A school trip hustled past, flashing cameras and

white, foreign smiles. Cars and cabs streamed by. Heading

north, to Kings Cross and Camden. South, towards

the jugglers and opera singers of Covent Garden and,

beyond, to the River Thames.




Will walked quickly. His right leg and shoulder had

been bruised in Lake 2 and they ached a little. But

otherwise he was unscathed.




‘Are you limping? What has happened?’ his mother

had called from the garden, when Will had finally made

it down. A blue headscarf had covered her black hair,

accentuating her Russian features. Will had her cheekbones,

and her even gaze.




‘It’s nothing,’ he’d replied.




Shears hung motionless. ‘And coming back in the

middle of the night – that too is nothing?’




‘. . . I was awake. Shute had to come to London. He

took me early.’




Lies. He didn’t like them. But he didn’t want to tell

her the truth. She wouldn’t let him go back.




Now, Will rubbed his leg as he walked. It took, he

knew, just six minutes to cross the single square and

make the two left turns that separated his house from

Andrew’s.




Geographically they were close. Architecturally, a

world away. Will and his mother lived in a rented

narrow terrace with dry rot and boxy rooms. As Will

now turned the second corner, he glimpsed familiar

spires, Georgian windows, twin chimneys and gables.




It was, Will realized, four months almost to the day

since his first visit to the house.




In December, Will’s father had been dead three

months. His Russian mother had gone AWOL. Will had

been living with one of her friends. He’d never felt so

low.




Then Gaia, a girl from school, had led him to

Andrew’s back door and into another world. She had

promised Will that STORM would change his life.




She’d been right.




STORM was Andrew’s idea. Andrew Minkel. A multimillionaire

software tycoon, worth more than 100

million sterling by his fourteenth birthday. He’d decided

to set up an organization of brilliant kids, with the

optimistic aim of solving the world’s problems. Naive,

Will had thought at the time.




Andrew knew all about computers. Gaia was happy

in the kitchen – so long as she was cooking up chemicals,

and preferably explosives. Will was the inventor.

And Caspian . . . Four days before Christmas, Caspian

had been locked up in a secure psychiatric hospital.

And so there were three.




Now, Will pushed open the wooden gate. From here,

a neat path twisted around a spreading oak to the door,

with its intercom. And Will smiled.




Andrew loved gimmicks. He’d talked about upgrading

the biometric access system. On a yellow sticker,

Will now read the word ‘Smell’.
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Beside the intercom a metal suction cup rested on a

hook. From the base of the cup sprang a cable that fed

into the wall. At once, Will guessed what this was.




Grabbing the cup, he pressed it to his neck. Warm air

gently heated his skin. Concealed inside the wall, a

computer chip analyzed the odour molecules released

from Will’s body.




Evidently it was satisfied. Two words flashed up on

the intercom display: ‘Will Knight’.




And then: ‘Welcome to STORM’.




Automatically, the front door jerked open. From the

speaker came Andrew’s voice, taut with urgency:




‘Will! At last! We’re in the basement!’




The steps to the basement were in the kitchen, at the

end of the long hall. A tall girl was standing at the stainless  steel fridge. Gaia. She was collecting bottles of

water. Her brown curly hair was tied back. Bright brown

eyes flashed a smile.




‘Hello. Andrew was worried you were still with

Shute.’




‘I got back a few hours ago.’




Gaia kicked the fridge shut. Will looked tired, she

thought. Or maybe just preoccupied. His eyes gave little

away. It was sometimes difficult to tell what he was

thinking. ‘How did it go?’




Will hesitated.




She pulled a face. ‘Don’t tell me: classified.’




‘I wasn’t going to say that. I’ll tell you. Later.’




Because Andrew’s voice was echoing up the steps:

‘Gaia! Is that Will? Come down! Hurry up!’
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‘Will! Welcome back!’




A small, skinny figure waved from a makeshift stage

at the far end of the black-painted basement. Behind

thick glasses, Andrew’s blue eyes were serious. He was

wearing his favourite red trousers and a purple T-shirt

embossed with a representation of the caffeine molecule.

His heavy gold watch gleamed in the dim light.




‘Hello, Andrew,’ Will waved back.




And he noticed that little had changed since his last

visit two weeks ago. Metre-wide LED screens hung on

the wall. Boxes of unopened kit were piled in the

corner. The antique dining table that held the laptops  was still strewn with papers. Only the steel bench, with

its DNA sequencer, spectroscopic analyzer and other

bits of specialised gadgetry looked untouched.




‘Will, Gaia, please take a seat. I haven’t had time,’

Andrew was saying, ‘to prepare a proper presentation.

But I think that once you’ve heard what I have to say,

you’ll agree with me: we must act. And we must act at

once.’




Will glanced at Gaia, surprised. Andrew hadn’t asked

about STASIS, hadn’t said a word about Barrington. He

looked utterly focused on whatever was occupying his

impressive brain. But if Gaia was aware of Will’s glance,

she didn’t react.




She pulled two dining chairs towards the stage.

Andrew waved a hand. At once the main lights dimmed.

A white curtain held by a rail to the back wall extended

itself and flattened. Made from woven conductive plastic

fibres, the curtain was a flexible computer display.

Will knew the patent well.




‘Watch closely,’ Andrew whispered.




A video segment kicked in. It was fuzzy. But it

showed a 120 degree view of a grand room. Will could

make out a leather armchair and a sofa, a gilt-framed

mirror against a dark green wall, a stuffed bird, the edge

of an oil painting, and a series of glass-topped wooden

display cases. It seemed to be some sort of museum.




‘This,’ Andrew said, ‘is an MPEG taken seven days

ago by security cameras in a palazzo in Venice.’




Will frowned. ‘What are we looking at?’




‘Wait. Watch the space above the sofa.’




Will waited. Nothing happened.




He was about to ask Andrew to fast forward when

something moved. Beside him, Gaia had been shuffling

in her chair. She froze.




Instead of watching the video, Andrew anxiously

observed his friends’ faces. He’d seen the footage perhaps

twenty times. It still made no sense. Especially

after what he’d learned that morning . . .




Will stared at the screen. From behind the sofa, something

was moving.




What was it?




It had human form.




But was it human?




It had arms, a head, a neck, a torso. Yet its skin was

grey. Opaque. The flesh seemed to ripple. Its ear

sparkled. Its arm was glistening. Then, abruptly, it

vanished from view.




‘Keep watching,’ Andrew insisted.




A moment later, a girl shot into the scene. Instantly,

an alarm sounded, a siren wailing. Her back was to the

camera. But from the angle of her elbow, Will could tell

she had her hand to her mouth. For two long seconds,

she did not move. The clip ended.




Andrew clicked his fingers to raise the lights.

‘. . . What do you think?’




Gaia stared at Andrew. ‘What is this? Where did you

get it?’




‘That girl in the picture – her name is Cristina. I met  her in a secure chat room in February. You remember,

when people were asking about St Petersburg – I took

some questions.’ And he coloured.




Will nodded. He remembered, all right. Andrew had

been so excited about STORM’s success, he’d nearly

spilled all the details of their mission.




‘What was that alarm?’ Gaia said. ‘Why didn’t it go

off when the . . . thing was there?’




‘Well, exactly,’ Andrew said. ‘Cristina says the palace

is fitted with thermal alarms. So whatever it was, it

wasn’t emitting significant heat.’ He bit his lip. ‘Cristina

sent this seven days ago. I’ve been busy. I only watched

it last night. And she said if she didn’t hear from me,

she’d investigate for herself. Anyway, in her email, she

said, and I quote: “This MPEG shows a ghost stealing

my family’s most valuable possession. I saw the ghost

leap out of the window. Then it vanished.”’




‘It’s a hoax,’ Will said.




Andrew didn’t look put out. ‘That’s what I suspected

at first.’




Gaia nodded. ‘She created it. It’s a fake.’




‘Like I said, that’s what I thought. But don’t either of

you watch the news?’




Andrew clicked his fingers. Once more, the basement

lights dimmed. ‘Watch,’ he said. ‘This appeared

on BBC World yesterday. I saw it on their site this morning.’






A female news anchor was sitting at a desk, shuffling  papers. ‘Now we cross to Sirena Smith in Venice.

Sirena, tell us more about these ghostly goings-on.’




A young woman in a white shirt nodded seriously.

‘I’m standing outside the Galleria d’Arte Moderna. This

is one of Venice’s most important galleries. It’s home to

works by Matisse, Rodin and Henry Moore. Needless

to say, security is extremely tight. Yet last night, someone

– or something – managed to defeat the security

systems and make off with the priceless Salome by

Gustav Klimt. Now, one of the guards has told local

newspaper, Lo Stivale, that the security footage does

catch the thief in the act. But, the guard says, and I’ll

translate: “This was no man. I swear. It moved like

a man. But the skin gleamed. It had no eyes. This was a

ghost.”’




The anchor nodded. ‘So is he making this up – or are

we talking perhaps about a corruption of the security

footage?’




‘Well, the footage hasn’t been released, and the

director of the gallery is remaining very tight-lipped. But

here in Venice, the news is really causing quite a stir.

Local media have already nicknamed the thief “Il

Fantasma” – the ghost.’




The clip ended.




Will focused on Andrew as the lights went up. ‘What

are you saying? There’s a ghost in Venice and you want

STORM to investigate?’




‘Do you believe in ghosts?’




Will hesitated. ‘No.’ And something sparked in his  memory. Something to do with Venice, and ghosts. But

he couldn’t quite make a fix.




‘Gaia?’




‘I don’t know, Andrew. Do you?’




‘I don’t believe in ghosts per se,’ he said. ‘But I do

believe something unusual is going on.’




‘If it is, what’s it got to do with us?’ Gaia said.




Andrew took a deep breath. ‘Well, if it can be subjected

to scientific scrutiny, it’s to do with us. And let’s

say for the sake of argument, it is what people call a

ghost – that it is some kind of anomaly – then that is for

science to investigate. And Cristina said she found a

powder on the floor beneath the window. This suggests

our ghost leaves a tangible trail.’




‘And what do you think’s more likely?’ Will asked,

one eyebrow raised. ‘That it’s dried ectoplasm or dust

missed by the cleaner?’




Andrew nodded. ‘I expected scepticism. That’s as it

should be. But imagine if this is a “ghost”. If we could

really get a handle on what people think they’ve been

seeing for millennia. And,’ and now Andrew’s expression

became more troubled, ‘there’s another reason we

should go. I’ve been trying to get hold of Cristina since

last night. She gave me her mobile number. She isn’t

answering it. Or her email. I think that’s odd. And she

said if she didn’t hear from me, she’d investigate.

Cristina put her trust in me. Seven days ago.’




Suddenly, the delicate cogs of Will’s memory clicked.

‘. . . I read something recently about ghosts. A few  months ago – I think a body of a boy washed up on an

island in Venice. The article was talking about ghosts.’




‘That ghosts killed him?’ Gaia said, incredulous.




‘No. But I can’t remember exactly.’ Will looked at

Andrew. ‘You really want to go?’




Andrew nodded. ‘Cristina gave me her address. She

invited me – all of us – to stay. Obviously she wants our

help to find out exactly what’s going on.’




‘Though as far as I know, ghosts aren’t known for

burglary,’ Will said. ‘More for dragging chains and wailing.’






‘Exactly, Will!’ Andrew looked pleased.




Will shook his head, irritated. He hadn’t meant that

in support of Andrew’s plan. Surely this was a person

somehow masquerading as a ghost. Should that really

interest STORM? Even if this thief had somehow managed

to beat the thermal sensors. ‘Would Cristina really

go and investigate?’ Will said. ‘Surely she’d let the

police handle it.’




‘Her family’s most treasured possession.’




‘Then maybe her parents are already out there looking

for it.’




‘They’re in Rome, she said. It’s something to do with

business. They can’t come back, or they won’t. For

whatever reason, Cristina said she’d feel obliged to at

least look for the missing item.’ Andrew pushed his

glasses back up along his nose. ‘Look. It’s only Venice.

And it’s Friday. We could give it the weekend. If it looks

like nothing, we’ll be back for Monday. Two days. In a  palazzo in Venice . . . in spring . . . It’s not like I want

to drag us on a dilapidated train through the middle of

the Russian winter.’ And he flashed a smile at Will.




Will glanced at Gaia, who shrugged slightly. And he

considered Andrew’s arguments. He was sceptical, certainly.

But he couldn’t help being curious. If this wasn’t

a hoax, it was interesting, no matter what it truly was.

Two days in Venice. The alternative was an Easter lunch

at the house of his mother’s friend, Natalia. Then what?

Work on his STASIS projects. And he could take them

with him. ‘All right,’ Will said.




Andrew beamed. ‘Gaia?’




‘. . . All right,’ she said, though with more caution.




Andrew ignored it. ‘Then I’ll sort out the tickets and

I’ll call Sean to bring the car and see you back in here

in twenty minutes. And don’t forget your passports!’
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Outside, Will plunged his hands in his pockets. Gaia

lived in the opposite direction, in a flat above an estate

agent in Charlotte Street, with her father.




‘I didn’t expect that,’ Will said.




Gaia nodded. ‘I think this girl will turn out to be

crazy.’




‘Yeah. Girls. Usually are.’




She smiled.




‘So are you going to take the explosive this time, or

make it as you need it?’ he said.




‘I’m not sure exactly what you need to blow up a

ghost. I’ll have to do a little research.’




Will’s turn to smile.




‘. . . Dad’s from near Venice,’ she said. ‘A place called

Padua.’ Gaia focused suddenly on the flat, grey pavement.






And it struck Will that he’d have to explain to his

mother he had to go away. Perhaps he’d do it from

Andrew’s car. It was all right for Andrew. His parents,

who were mostly overseas, had gone on a six-month

tour of South America. His father wanted to investigate

traditional psychiatric practices, Andrew had said.

Andrew got on well with his parents – from a distance.

Gaia and her father were different.




‘Are you going to tell your dad you’re going ghost-hunting?’

he said.




She shrugged, and was silent. He should say something.

But he knew the situation. What could he say?




‘. . . I’ll see you back here,’ he said awkwardly, and

he turned to walk home.




‘Will!’




He was ten metres away. He turned.




Gaia hesitated. She shook her head. Smiled. Waved.




Will nodded. And was gone, behind a rushing coach-load

of tourists.




I missed you this week, she’d wanted to say.




Sotopartego e Calle Corner, Venice. 15 hours

earlier.




Cristina della Corte shivered. It was dark in this narrow

dead-end passage, off a street lined with closed shops.

The stone walls of the alley crumbled. A single white

light attached to the ancient wooden beams that formed

the roof illuminated graffiti, red and dull green. Forza

Roma. Football slogans. No studente.




At the far end, the passage opened directly on to a

back canal. The only eerie sound was of mooring ropes

creaking. The boats were covered for the night, blue

tarpaulins tied around outboard engines. Cristina could

smell rotting wood, and the stench of the green-black

water.




Cristina turned away to the light, to glance once more

at her watch. Diamonds glinted. And she cursed herself.

She should have left it behind.




Yet she’d had little time to prepare, or to plan. Only

three hours earlier, she’d heard from a boy who identified

himself as Dino. She’d found him in a chat room

the day before, when she’d been doing a little probing.




He’d said nine o’clock. Now where was he?




In her pocket, she felt for her mobile. She scrolled

through her contacts. Perhaps she should try Andrew

Minkel one last time. Tell him all she had learned. All

she knew about the ghosts. And the rest. The rumours.




‘Cristina?’




The dull rasp cut through her spine. Cristina spun

around. A boy had emerged from the shadows near the

main street. He blocked the exit from the alleyway.

Behind her, ropes strained.




Cristina took a deep breath. She nodded.




He stepped forwards, into the white light. The boy

was a few years older, she realized. Sixteen or seventeen.

She saw lank hair. White hands. A gaunt face, with

black eyes, bright as olives. They bored into her.




‘You won’t need that,’ the boy said. He pointed to her

phone.




‘. . . No?’ And Cristina was ashamed to feel her heart

thud against her ribcage.




The boy shook his head. Held out his hand for the

phone. ‘No. You won’t need anything that belongs to

this unhappy world, Cristina. You will have us.’
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  Will’s mother was out. She’d left a note on the kitchen table.
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