
[image: cover]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2012 Andrew Hammond

The right of Andrew Hammond to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 7827 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk


Andrew Hammond began his working life in a cheap suit, sitting in the bowels of York Magistrates’ Court, interviewing repeat offenders who always said they ‘didn’t do it’. After three years in the legal profession, Andrew re-trained as an English teacher. CRYPT is Andrew’s first fictional series but he has written over forty English textbooks for schools and he can spot the difference between an adjectival and adverbial phrase at fifty paces (if only someone would ask him to). He now splits his time between writing and educational consultancy, and lives in Suffolk with his wife Andie and their four angels – Henry, Eleanor, Edward and Katherine – none of whom are old enough yet to read ‘Daddy’s scary books’. But one day…


By Andrew Hammond

CRYPT: The Gallows Curse

CRYPT: Traitor’s Revenge


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

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


For Spud.
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GHOSTS ARE THE STUFF OF FICTION, RIGHT?

WRONG.

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

THIS IS THE TOP SECRET CLASSIFIED HISTORY OF CRYPT.

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘The ghosts did it, Dad.’

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

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

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

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

So was Jamie telling the truth after all?

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

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

So where would this lead?

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

So that’s what they were told.

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

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

Maybe teenagers were the answer.

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

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

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

He wanted his son back.

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

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

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

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

And his new identity?

Meet Jud Lester, paranormal investigator.


CHAPTER 1

THURSDAY 9 JUNE: 11.57 P.M.

BOOTHAM, YORK

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

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

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

Or is crawling what four-legged creatures do?

Do they creep instead?

‘Jesus, who cares!’ he said aloud.

The stillness was disturbed before the tick-tocking resumed.

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

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

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

What was it? And where did it come from?

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

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

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

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

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

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

He waited silently, the clock ticking like footsteps.

And slowly the voice came.

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

‘How, master?’ said the man.

No reply.

‘How shall I silence him? Tell me!’

‘Ashes to ashes …’ came the reply.

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

Burn him to death.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Was that what chargrilled people smelled like? Dead frog?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wipe it. Wipe it hard.

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

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

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


CHAPTER 2

FRIDAY 10 JUNE: 2.03 A.M.

HUNTINGTON, YORK

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

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

Within seconds he was alight.

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

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

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

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


CHAPTER 3

FIVE YEARS LATER

TUESDAY 2 NOVEMBER: 7.01 P.M.

HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT,
LONDON

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘I saw someone down in the basement.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You’ll see.’

‘Where’s the clock, by the way?’

‘What d’you mean?’ said Kevin.

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

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

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

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

Kevin smiled to himself. He knew what was coming.

‘Just wait,’ he said.

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

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

‘But—’

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

Mike stopped. And stared at the screen.

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