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			The Players

			Morgan Sheppard – Daytime television actor on Resident Detective. Widely known to have a drink and drug problem. Once hailed as the ‘Child Detective’.  

			 

			Amanda Phillips – Works at the CoffeeCorps in Waterloo station. Always serves with a smile. Dreams of becoming a journalist and working in the television industry. Often called ‘sweet’ and ‘kind’. 

			 

			Ryan Quinn – Hotel cleaner. Financially struggling and working to support family after move from Hong Kong to London. Takes pride in his work, but would rather be doing literally anything else.

			 

			Constance Ahearn – Famous West End actress. Currently playing the lead in the new musical Rain on Elmore Street at the Lyceum theatre. Regularly cited as one of the greatest actresses working in theatre today. Multi-award winner. Devout Catholic, often creates friction amongst people who don’t share her beliefs 

			 

			Alan Hughes – Decorated lawyer. Quickly rose up the ranks of the legal system, despite black lawyers taking up such a small fraction of London’s courts. Never gives up and always offers legal counsel, sometimes even when it’s not offered. Currently embroiled in a highly influential and career-making case.

			 

			Rhona Michel – Seventeen-year-old student. Keeps herself to herself. Likes listening to music using her large purple headphones. Suffers from crippling claustrophobia.

			 

			Simon Winter – Morgan Sheppard’s therapist for most of his life. Prides himself on professionalism and an exceptional track record. Obtained a PhD in Psychology at a comparatively young age, and has worked as a private therapist in the suburbs ever since.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			The school is quiet by the time I get back. My mum always used to say I was scatter-brained when I forgot stuff, but she never got round to telling me exactly what it meant. Looks like I’ve been scatter-brained again though. I knew it the second I looked in my bag, halfway home – I’d left it in the Maths room. My jotter, with tonight’s homework on it. I don’t want to let Mr Jefferies down, so here I am.

			I slip back across the field and into the main entrance. There’s something really creepy about school after dark – when all of us have gone. Usually it’s loud and busy, but now the corridors are quiet and my footsteps sound like elephants stomping because they echo up and down, up and down. I don’t see anyone but a man dressed in green overalls, using that weird machine to clean the hall floor. He looks like he’s the most unhappy man in the world. Dad says if I don’t study, this is the kind of thing that’ll happen to me. I feel sorry for the man, and then I feel sorry that I feel sorry because pity isn’t nice.

			I start walking quicker and get to the Maths room. The door is half open. Mum always taught me to be polite, so I knock anyway. The door squeaks like a mouse as it opens.

			I don’t see him straight away. The door gets stuck on the papers and exercise books all over the floor. I recognise one and bend down to pick it up. Mine. Mr Jefferies had collected them in at the end of class.

			I realise that something is very wrong, and I look up to see him. Mr Jefferies, the Maths teacher, my Maths teacher. My friend. He’s hanging in the centre of the room with a belt around his neck. His face looks a strange colour and his eyes look so big he looks like a cartoon. 

			But he’s not. He’s real. And it takes me too long to realise what it really is that I’m looking at – too long to see that this isn’t some kind of horrible joke.

			But as I look, there he is.

			Mr Jefferies. Dead.

			And at some point, I start to scream.
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			Twenty-five years later . . .

			 

			A sharp, undulating tone – drilling into his brain. But as he focused on it, it separated into ringing. In his head or out there – in the world, somewhere else. Somewhere that couldn’t possibly be here.

			Bbring, bbring, bbring.

			Brring, brring, brring.

			It was real – coming from beside him.

			Eyes open. Everything fuzzy – dark. What was happening? The sound of heavy breathing – taking him a second longer than it should have to realise it was his own. His senses flickering on like the lights in a hospital corridor. And then, yes – he could feel his chest rising and falling, and the rush of air through his nostrils. It didn’t seem to be enough. He tried to open his mouth for more, and found it to be incredibly dry – his tongue rolling round in a prison of sandpaper.

			Was it silent? No, the brring brring brring was still there. He had just gotten used to it. A phone.

			He tried to move his arms and couldn’t. They were above his head – elevated – slowly vibrating with the threat of pins and needles. He could feel a ring of cold around both of his wrists – something cold and strong. Metal? Yes, it felt like it. Metal around his wrists – handcuffs? He tried to move his limp hands to see what he was attached to. A central bar running down his back. And he was handcuffed to it?

			Both arms were throbbing at the elbow – both bent at odd angles as he tried to manoeuvre himself. He was sat up against this thing, whatever it was. But he was sitting on something soft – and felt his current unease was most likely because he had slipped down a bit. He was half sitting and half lying down – an uncomfortable arrangement.

			He braced himself, digging his feet into the surface and pushed himself up. His foot slipped, unable to keep any type of grip (shoes, he was wearing shoes, had to remember that), but it was enough. His bottom shuffled back so the strain on his arms was released. With the lack of pain focusing his mind, the blurs around him began to come into focus.

			The objects to his left were the first to appear – the closest. He saw a table, between whatever he was sitting on and a white wall. On the table, a black panelled cylinder with red digital numbers on it. A clock. Flashing 03:00:00. Three o’clock? But no – he watched it and it didn’t change, illuminated by the light of a lamp next to it.

			It hurt his eyes to focus on the light, making him realise the room was rather dark. He found himself blinking away sunspots and looking up at the white wall. There was a picture there, framed. A painting of a distant farmhouse across a field of corn. But that wasn’t what drew him to it. The farmhouse was on fire, red paint licking at the blue sky. And in the foreground there was a crude representation of a scarecrow smiling. And the more he looked at it, the more the scarecrow’s smile seemed to broaden.

			He looked away, unsure why he felt so unsettled by the picture. Now, in front of him he saw his legs and feet – black trousers, black shoes – stretched out over a large bed. The plump duvet had slid down and he had been scrabbling against the bunched up sheets. Assorted dress cushions were scattered around him.

			In front of him was a familiar scene – would have been to anyone. Desk, small flat-screen TV, kettle, bowl full of coffee and tea sachets, a leather menu standing open on its side. There he finally saw the phone – far and away out of reach. He moved his head slightly to see a walk-in wardrobe to the front left. To the front right, a window – curtains drawn with the ghost of light creeping through.

			Unmistakeable. This was a hotel room. And he was handcuffed to the bed.

			And it was all wrong.

			Three sharp tones, drilling into his brain. Brring, brring, brring.

			This was all wrong.
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			He didn’t know how long he sat there, listening to the ringing. Forever and no time at all. But eventually there was a new sound. A voice. A female voice. Slightly robotic.

			‘Hello, Mr Sheppard. Welcome to the illustrious Great Hotel. For over sixty years, we have prided ourselves on our excellent hospitality and vast range of unique comforts that you can sample while staying in your luxurious surroundings. For information on our room service menu, please press 1, for information on our newly refurbished gym and spa, please press 2, for room services such as an early wake-up call, please press 3 . . .’

			Mr Sheppard? Well, at least it was his name. They knew his name? Had it happened again? 

			‘. . . information on live performances in our bar area, please press 4 . . .’

			Had he had too much, done too much? Twenty years of using and drinking, and using and drinking, he had started to think that too much was a concept that didn’t apply to him. But it had happened before. A grand blackout where he woke up somewhere else entirely. A rollercoaster of a fugue state, where he’d bought the ticket. 

			‘. . . information on the local area, such as booking shows, and transport options, please press 5 . . .’

			But he knew how those situations had felt. And this wasn’t that.

			Because –

			It still wasn’t there. Where had he been? Before. Where – the last time he remembered. Now, a hotel room, and then – a figure danced around on the edges of his memory. A woman.

			He swallowed dry and ran his tongue over his teeth. There was something in them – the grey and rotting aftertaste of wine along with something chemical.

			‘. . . for early check-out, please press 6, if you would like to hear your options again, please press 7.’

			This was wrong. He shouldn’t be here.

			And the phone – the phone had gone silent. For some reason, no voice felt worse. If he could hear her, could she hear him? It’s a robot, just a robot. But the line could still be open. Worth a shot.

			‘If you would like to hear your options again, please press 7.’

			He tried again to move his hands, to get some feeling back into them. He made quick fists with his palms. And when he had enough control, he braced himself and moved his wrists quickly against the central metal bar. The centre of the cuffs clanged against it. The sound was loud, but not loud enough. You’re wasting your time. Just a robot.

			‘If you would like to hear your options again, please press 7.’

			He opened his mouth, his lips ripping apart as though they hadn’t been open in years. He tried to say something, not knowing what. All that came out was a hoarse grunt.

			‘If you would like to hear your options again, please press 7.’

			Silence.

			He opened his mouth. And what came out was something like a ‘Help’. Just a robot. Still not loud enough.

			Silence.

			And then the robot on the phone laughed. Not a robot. ‘Okay, Mr Sheppard, have it your way. But you’re going to have to start talking soon. Can’t wait to see what you do next.’

			What? He didn’t have to time to think about the words because there came a terrible sound. The dull tone of a dead phone line. The woman was gone.

			He tried to calm down – his heart racing in his chest. This wasn’t happening – couldn’t be happening? And maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it was just some bad dream, or some kind of new bad trip. He had been hitting it pretty hard lately. But as he thought it, he couldn’t believe it.

			It felt too real.

			Someone would come. Someone had to come. Because the staff obviously knew he was here, which meant the whole hotel knew he was here. And he couldn’t have handcuffed himself to the bed, so . . .

			Can’t wait to see what you do next.

			What was the point of the call? That was the thing about phones – you could pretty much be whoever you wanted to be and there was no way of knowing for real. Why would this woman robot/not a robot be calling him? He couldn’t reach the phone. So, this woman could be the one – the one who’d handcuffed him to the bed. The one who was playing some sick joke. And if she wasn’t a staff member, maybe that meant no one would come. 

			No. This was a hotel. Of course someone would come. Eventually.

			He shut his eyes. And tried to slow his breathing enough to listen for anything outside of the room. Any thundering past, any suitcases rolling. But there was nothing. Silence.

			Except that wasn’t quite true.

			He felt it before he heard it. That prickling on the back of his neck. And then, very softly, the sound of breathing.

			He wasn’t alone.
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			He realised that it had always been there – such a natural sound that he didn’t register it. But, as he held his own breath, it became louder. Breathing. Almost silent – like the breaths of a spectre. But it was there. Soft, shallow breaths.

			And the more he focused, the more he heard. It was all around him. Not just one person. How many? He couldn’t know. People – plural – in the room with him.

			He knew he had to open his eyes, but they refused. His brain was starting to connect dots that weren’t there – trying, fruitlessly, to make sense of it all. Was this some kind of PR stunt? His agent had warned him about stuff like this – the red tops paying for a scandal. What more of a scandal than some kind of hotel room orgy?

			But it didn’t sit exactly right. Would they really abduct him, cuff him to a bed, just for a story? Not their style. And besides he was fully clothed. The most disappointing orgy ever.

			Against all odds, he almost laughed. He was going crazy now too. Add it to the long list of things that needed addressing.

			But first – he wrenched his eyes open again. The hotel room looked back at him. The breathing still there. He had to look. He leaned to the left with his wrists as far as he could. The ice-cold cuffs bit into his skin, but he tried to block it out. His body leaned left too, and he tilted his head so he could see over the edge of the bed.

			He expected – hoped? – to see nothing but the carpet. Instead, he saw something he couldn’t quite define. Until he realised he was looking at the back of a person, dressed in a brown suit, lying face-down on the carpet. As the thought clicked in his head, he hurriedly rocked back on his wrists and shuffled back to the centre of the bed.

			A person. A real person. Face-down on the floor.

			Silence again – the breathing still there. But now began something else. A skittering sound, like mice nibbling on cardboard.

			He forced himself to look over the right side of the bed, straining on the cuffs again. There was no one there. The carpet was a muted purple. Looking down the slice of floor he could see, however, he noticed something. A small trail of something yellow towards where the bed ended. It looked too fine to be string, and as he looked it started to twitch. Hair. It was hair.

			He returned to the centre of the bed. Hair? God.

			He looked straight ahead, into the black mirror of the television. Couldn’t see anything in it – not even himself. And he was glad. He didn’t want to know how pathetic he looked. The blackness calmed him – the nothing. He would focus on the television until someone came to rescue him. He would refuse to accept any of this.

			And even as he told himself that, he found his eyes drawn downwards to the edge of the bed, past the shine of his shoes, as something rose up. One finger. And then two. And then a whole hand gripping the duvet.

			His heart sank. The shuffling grew louder and the breathing did too – all around him. And now – 

			They were waking up.
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			A face at the end of the bed. Blonde. A girl – twenties. Looking like he felt – confused and pale, her eyes filled with panic. She looked around first, her head rocking around on her neck, and then she saw him, rapidly ducking down again in surprise.

			‘H-Hey,’ he tried to say. His voice was cracking in all the wrong places, making it sound like more of a threat than a greeting. He tried again. ‘Hey.’ A bit better that time.

			The girl surfaced – just her eyes. They flitted to his handcuffs. They looked even more confused. But hey, he wasn’t going anywhere, so maybe that helped her stick her head up again.

			‘What–? What’s happening? Where am I?’ Her voice was small and scared. ‘What did you do to me?’

			He looked at her, shocked. ‘I woke up here, just like you.’ He clanged the handcuffs to corroborate. It worked. There was something new in her face – understanding. For a moment, they were locked in each other’s gaze, sharing their fear.

			There was more stirring around her on the floor, and her eyes drifted down. He couldn’t see. But whatever she saw made her jump up and back. Her hip collided with the desk and the room service menu toppled over. She gave a small, curt squeal.

			He could see her more clearly now. Jeans. Light yellow hoodie. Just your average girl. As he looked, he saw that there was something on her left breast. A sticker of some kind. ‘More people,’ she said, gasping. ‘There’s more people.’

			‘I know.’ Speaking was becoming easier, like an engine rolling over and starting up. ‘How many?’

			‘I don’t . . . I can’t . . .’

			‘I need to know how many.’ Why? Why was it important? Maybe because every extra person would make this so much worse.

			Upon hearing his voice – his full voice – something must have sparked in her mind. She looked at him – her eyes wide and full. That look he saw nearly every day.

			‘Wait a minute,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you—? Don’t I—?’

			Don’t I know you? This was only going to delay things. He always existed on the fringe – he wasn’t recognisable at a glance but a double-take would do the job.

			‘You’re . . .’

			‘Yes, yes.’ He usually would have loved it. But not now. ‘How many?’

			‘Oh God . . . there’s four people. A girl. Two men. And a woman. I don’t know if they’re . . .’

			‘Are they breathing?’

			‘I think so. They’re moving – the woman and the girl anyway. I don’t want to check.’

			‘No, no, you need to get to the door, okay.’ He was losing her again – she was shaking her head. Hysteria – the enemy of progress. He took in a deep breath. ‘Just get out of here. Go and get help. You need to go and get help, okay?’

			‘What is this?’ she said, her eyes darting around the floor. He was glad he couldn’t see what was there.

			‘I don’t know – but please, the door.’ He was almost pleading. What had he been reduced to already?

			Can’t wait to see what you do next.

			The girl kept her eyes up, not looking at the floor. She made her way across his vision, towards the alcove. She must’ve been able to see the door. He was right about where it was. Of course. The girl made two exaggerated movements, side to side. She was dodging bodies. He didn’t have to be able to see them to know. She disappeared from view into the alcove. 

			He leaned on the cuffs, forward this time, and craned his neck, but he couldn’t see her. He heard her try the door, fumbling with the handle. The shake of it. But he didn’t hear the door open. Why did the door not open?

			‘It’s locked,’ she said. ‘It’s . . . The key card light’s red. I can’t . . .’

			Another sound. Another scraping. The girl was trying the lock – the physical one.

			‘It’s . . . it’s stuck. It’s locked.’

			How could it be locked?

			‘Do you see anywhere the key card could be? Like a holder on the wall to activate the lights?’

			‘No, there’s nothing. There’s . . .’

			‘Look through the peephole,’ he said, ‘someone might pass by. There may be . . .’ Someone. Anyone.

			A beat. And then, ‘I just see the corridor.’ Banging. She was banging on the door. Bang. Bang. Bang. She kept at it, louder and louder, until it sounded like she was punching the door. ‘Hey. We’re trapped in here. Someone! We can’t get out.’

			And above the banging, he heard and felt something else. Another presence. A mumbling. As if someone was whispering by his right ear. He turned and looked into the eyes of an old woman with blankets of long black hair. They looked at each other, and he wished he was able to block his ears, as she began to scream.
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			It felt like his ears erupted as the old woman emitted the shrill, coarse sound that seemed so loud it could alert everyone in the building. She jumped up and backed herself into the corner nearest to him, so it was hard for him to see her – his blind spot.

			The banging stopped, or at least he thought it did. His ears were ringing. He looked across the room, to the alcove the girl had disappeared into, but he faltered along the way. There were faces – two new faces. Just like the girl had said.

			A young girl – younger than the one at the door – at the end of the bed. Maybe she was 17 at most, and she was wearing some sort of black jumper. She had a large pair of purple headphones around her neck, a wire snaking down into her jeans pocket. She tried to stand up, but her legs gave way and she dropped out of sight again.

			A young man, slightly to his left, fared better. He was slowly becoming conscious, but as soon as he opened his eyes, he snapped to alertness. He was wearing some kind of jumpsuit, pure white. There was something on him, a sticker, matching that of the girl’s. Some writing. Impossible to read from the distance. He looked around, with more of a sense of wonder than confusion. When he saw Sheppard, he just stared at him.

			The girl, the man, the woman – how many had the blonde girl said? Four. One more. The old man. The man he had seen when he looked over the left side of the bed.

			The blonde girl appeared from the alcove, a look of dejection and shock on her face to mix with the panic.

			The screaming woman must have seen her too, as she shot towards the girl, moving around the bed with a speed unreasonable for someone so delirious. The teenage girl darted out of the way of the woman, and Sheppard saw her decide to shuffle under the desk, wrapping her arms around her legs. A good but ultimately futile defence.

			The black-haired woman grabbed the blonde girl by her arms and shook her, finally stopping screaming to utter, ‘What is this place? Is this it – the consequence, the punishment? I must endure it.’ She pushed past the girl and ran into the alcove, then a loud BANG, as if she had just collided full-pelt into the door.

			The blonde girl, discarded by the woman, lost her balance and collided with the young man, who in turn toppled over, into something – or someone – new. There was a grizzly ‘Ouch’ from a new mouth.

			The two responsible scrabbled up and away from the new voice. Sheppard knew the look – apologetic towards authority. He had seen it worn many times. They both made their way around to the right side of the bed, as though they were using Sheppard as a blockade to whatever was coming.

			As the blonde girl came closer, Sheppard could see what was on her sticker now – the sticker they all seemed to be wearing. It was white, with a red bar on the top – one of those stickers one would see on a team-building exercise at work.

			HELLO MY NAME IS . . . over the red.

			And then scrawled in black felt tip on the white – Amanda.

			Sheppard looked at it, and then, by instinct, looked down at his own chest. It was the first time he had looked down and he was a little surprised to see he was wearing a white shirt, a dress shirt – and on his breast, his own sticker.

			HELLO MY NAME IS . . . Morgan.

			A fresh bout of ‘What the hells?’ burst in his mind.

			He looked back up. The blonde, Amanda, was looking too. She looked down at her own sticker, and then they both looked at the young man’s.

			HELLO MY NAME IS . . . Ryan.

			‘That right?’ Sheppard said, nodding to her sticker.

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘How do they know my name?’

			‘Amanda.’

			‘Yes. But people call me Mandy. Mandy Phillips.’

			‘Yes,’ he said, ‘Ryan Quinn.’ He pointed to his sticker on his – yes, it was a jumpsuit – and a rather strange one at that.

			‘Morgan Sheppard,’ Sheppard said, but Ryan just nodded. 

			 ‘I know. I’ve seen you on . . .’

			‘How is the door locked?’ Mandy interrupted, thank God. ‘Is this some kind of reality thing?’

			‘What?’ Sheppard said. Reality thing? 

			Technically, everything’s a reality thing. 

			Against everything, he almost laughed again. But Mandy had meant a reality show and hadn’t he thought the same thing? And then it clicked. Why she’d calmed down when she realised who he was.

			‘Where’re the cameras?’ she said, looking around.

			He frowned and Ryan looked at her, not quite getting what she was talking about. Mandy thought it was all some kind of stunt too. His TV studio was indeed pure evil, there was no doubt about that, but even they wouldn’t stoop to kidnapping and, most likely, drugging.

			‘I’m sorry, Amanda – Mandy, but this is real. I woke up here, just like you.’ An age where reality television was all but fantasy. Why not believe it? But this was real. He could feel it. And as he caught her gaze, he realised that, really, she knew it too. She could see it, but that didn’t mean she wanted to.

			Her smile dipped. ‘No . . .’

			He was going to lose her again. He needed her. Her and Ryan. He couldn’t move, which meant they had to be his eyes.

			‘Mandy. Ryan. I need you to keep calm. And try to keep everyone else calm. You need to see if you can get me out of these.’ He nodded upwards to the cuffs. His hands were almost totally numb now – limbs just along for the ride.

			‘A key,’ Mandy said.

			‘Yes – a key. See if there’s a key around.’

			There was little chance of it just lying around. Whoever had handcuffed him, handcuffed him for a reason. For a . . . Wait. A new question. A new big question. Why was he the only one handcuffed? They had chained up the famous guy – but no one else?

			Mandy went around Ryan and started searching. But Ryan was still. He was looking at Sheppard, trying to puzzle out whatever was in his head. He seemed calm though, which was good.

			As if to prove how he should be acting, the woman with the long black hair reappeared, only to charge into the alcove again. A slamming sound. She was going to hurt herself. ‘Is sorry not enough?’ in her shrill voice. ‘This is hell. Hell.’

			Sheppard knew better than that. Not hell. Hell wasn’t a place. Hell was inside, deep inside. He had found it a long time ago.

			‘Hell. Hell. Hell,’ the woman shouted, almost singing it. ‘And you’re all here with me. Why might that be, I wonder?’ She slammed against the door again, and cackled. Insane. They were locked in here with an insane person.

			Sheppard looked back at Ryan. He appeared to be wrestling with something, and the longer it took to come out, the worse Sheppard thought it was.

			‘Ryan.’

			He almost jumped at his name.

			Ryan leaned in and whispered in his ear, ‘I need to tell you something.’

			A clearing of the throat. Ryan and Sheppard looked at each other – the noise didn’t come from them. They both looked around to see the old man steadying himself precariously against the wall and the bed, trying to get up. When he finally managed, his face changed to anger. ‘What on earth is going on here?’ Sheppard felt Ryan step back. ‘Anyone? Tell me. Now.’

			He was a smart man in an old-fashioned way, wearing a grey suit and a dulled tie. His dark skin was illustrated with a weathered way of worldliness and the flecks of a pepper pot goatee. His hair was black, obviously dyed, with patches of grey showing through. His face seemed to rest comfortably in a scowl and his round glasses were slightly askew. On his chest, above his left pocket, his very own sticker – HELLO MY NAME IS . . . Alan.

			All eyes in the room were on him. Mandy had stopped what she was doing to look at the new arrival. Even the teenager under the desk was staring at him with wide eyes. It was clear that this man commanded attention.

			‘I – I . . .’ Even Sheppard felt himself back down. He didn’t usually do that. He usually stood strong against anyone. But the compromising position . . .

			‘What is everyone looking at?’ Alan barked, and looked down. ‘What?’ He ripped his sticker off and crumpled it up. He smoothed the patch of his suit down. ‘You can’t stick things on this. It’ll leave a bloody residue.’ He threw the sticker into the corner and glanced around again. ‘Well?’

			Sheppard decided to be honest. ‘I don’t know.’

			‘You don’t know?’ Alan said. ‘You don’t know? Of course you don’t. What is this, some kind of new telly show? Some Channel 4 rubbish. Dear God, tell me it’s not Channel 5. Well, looks like you’ve included the wrong arsehole. I’m a barrister, idiot. I know my rights and the rights of everyone in this room. Look around. That’s five lawsuits staring you in the face.’

			‘For the last time,’ Sheppard said, out of frustration, ‘this is not a television programme.’

			‘Of course it isn’t.’ Alan looked up to the ceiling. ‘I want out now please. And I want everyone’s name involved in this sham.’ When no one answered, Alan stepped towards Sheppard again. ‘I’m a real person, unlike you. I do important things. Like . . .’ He looked at his expensive watch. ‘Dear Christ, the MacArthur case. I have to be in Southwark by 2.’

			Sheppard’s blank look only seemed to rile Alan more. Everyone else was quiet, not wanting to incur any wrath themselves.

			‘The biggest case of my career and you people have put me here. Well, you are going to learn the harshness of the law when I get out of here. And I’m not talking about your studio, or your company. You. Sheppard. You.’ Alan enunciated these points with jabs at the air.

			Realisation by denial, by mania, by acceptance, by anger and, Sheppard saw out of the corner of his eye, by mere disapproval. The teenager, whose sticker was unreadable without his glasses, watched Alan while taking her headphones from around her neck and putting them over her ears. Sheppard suddenly felt a strong kinship to her, as she shuffled further under the desk – clearly trying to disappear into it.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Sheppard said, although he didn’t know why.

			‘Nonsense. Utter nonsense.’

			Sheppard felt movement beside him. Alan seemed distracted too. Sheppard looked around. Ryan was moving over to the window. He realised what the young man was about to do. Ryan grabbed at the curtains, clutching them tightly, and with one swift movement, he flung them open.

			There was a flash of sunlight, instantly stinging his eyes. After the relative darkness of the room, the light felt too much. He blinked once, twice, trying to blink the multi-coloured spots away. He looked to the window, looking outside. Buildings. Tall and thin. They were high up. The buildings were familiar, the backdrop he could so easily trace with his mind. He was looking out at central London. But why did that feel so wrong? Why did it all feel . . .

			And then he remembered.
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			Earlier . . .

			 

			They barrelled into the room, in each other’s arms. She was kissing him, deep and strong. A passion he hadn’t felt in a long time. He managed to reach out and slot his key card into the light slot, and the lights turned on. They were back in his hotel room, upstairs from where he had met her – in the hotel bar. She pulled him back in and he was lost in her, and the night.

			‘Pas maintenant, monsieur television. Not now.’

			She regularly lapsed into French. Drunk. Which only made her so much hotter.

			She hadn’t known who he was at first, and he found that endearing. He bought her a drink, and she spent the rest of the night Googling him on her phone, wondering why people were talking to him all the time. The Art Opening being held in the hotel function room eventually thinned out, and they were left at the bar with each other, talking into her phone. Foreign Siri didn’t recognise his London accent.

			She pushed him down onto the bed and crawled on top of him, hungry, nipping at his neck with her lips – sliding up him.

			‘Mind the tux,’ he laughed.

			‘On s’en fout du costume!’

			‘You understand I have no idea what you’re saying, right?’

			She straightened up and got off him. ‘Got anything to drink?’ she said.

			He gestured to the minibar. There were a few things left in there at least.

			Her head disappeared into the fridge and she pulled out one small bottle of white wine and one of bourbon. They had known each other for all of two hours and she already knew his drink of choice. Was this what finding ‘the one’ felt like?

			‘Avez-vous de la glace?’

			‘One more time,’ he said, laughing.

			‘Sorry,’ she said, adjusting her language. ‘Er . . . do you have any ice?’

			He gestured to the desk, where he had put the ice bucket, already knowing it had all melted. She picked it up, looked inside and smiled. ‘I’ll go and get some then.’ She lunged at him and kissed him rabidly – the ice bucket remnants sloshing onto his trousers. He didn’t care. This woman was something else – something new.

			She pulled back. ‘Je reviens.’ And she rushed out of the room with the bucket under her arm, slamming the door behind her.

			‘Okay,’ he called after her. He got up from the bed. ‘I should have paid more attention in French class,’ he muttered under his breath.

			He walked over to the mirror and took off his bow tie, undone and hooked around his neck. He took his suit jacket off and put it on the desk chair. He stepped forward and checked his eyes. The paranoia had set in a month ago. It had started when he had had to do a segment on liver cirrhosis on the show. The liver had the power to regenerate. A night of heavy drinking, and afterwards the liver works back to what it was before. But heavy drinkers (over years) damaged the liver so much that it would just give up. Therefore the damage would stick. Early signs included abdominal pain (which would have been dulled by the painkillers, even if he did have it); advanced signs included the whites of the eyes turning yellow. (At least, all of this was what he gleaned from the internet when he was curious after the show.) He had never considered himself a hypochondriac but . . .

			You’re not a hypochondriac if it’s justified.

			Said every hypochondriac ever.

			He was just being cautious of his health. Anyway, he was fine. He was making something out of nothing.

			‘Je . . . mappale Sheppard. Mapelle?’ He stepped back and smiled at himself. He only remembered one phrase from school. ‘Je voudrais un serviette s’il vous plait. ’ Meant ‘I would like a towel please.’ Wouldn’t get him very far. Merde.

			He went over to the window and drew the curtains open. The city looked back at him. He loved just watching the skyline, no matter where he was. There was something about staring out at a city, high up, making you think you’re the king of the world. Seeing all the streets and the roads and the alleys and the highways all working together, becoming one organism. He had never been here before, to this city. But it was the same feeling.

			The Eiffel Tower was lit up, a beacon around which everything else emanated. He had been up there yesterday, lamenting the way he had decided to be a tourist. He was meant to go to the Louvre tomorrow with Douglas (his agent, who was staying somewhere ‘a little more appropriate to an agent’s salary’), but now he was thinking he might have other plans.

			After a late morning, and morning sex, he would probably just rest. Maybe get in a swim. Spend the day in the bar. Maybe she could do it with him.

			This was the first real holiday he had had in years. Resident Detective had made him a household name, but at a cost – the intense filming schedule was crazy. When your series was on every weekday, you had to pump out ridiculous amounts of content, ridiculous amounts of lives he meddled in: affairs, stolen money, illegitimate children, misguided domestic lawsuits, more affairs – he had seen them all in the Real Life segment of the show. That was his favourite bit. That was the bit where he could really have some fun.

			When you filmed five episodes a day, it was hard to remember specific cases. They all seemed to blend into one. And of course, he couldn’t remember names. One time, he caught a Resident Detective episode and watched himself on screen as if he were someone else. He couldn’t remember doing any of it. Part of it was because he didn’t care. Part of it was because he was ‘overworked’. Overworked and high all the time, he supposed.

			Douglas had suggested the holiday. A chance to recharge the batteries. Come back a bigger and better Morgan Sheppard. Sheppard hadn’t been so convinced but one day, backstage, he had heard Douglas and the programming controller of the station having an argument. The PC said Sheppard was burnt out – heavily implying it was because of the substance abuse. The plan was for Sheppard to take 14 days, slow down a bit and come back ‘refreshed’.

			Sheppard didn’t tell Douglas he’d overheard the conversation. He just agreed – and after that, he set about convincing himself. Maybe this was a good idea and maybe he had been hitting it a little hard lately. Douglas was overjoyed – so overjoyed he came too (which was probably why he was so into the idea all along).

			So he’d come to Paris five days ago. And so far he felt great. Even more so now he had met this crazy-hot woman who seems to be taking some time?

			He turned from the window and flopped down on the bed. Scrabbling around so he was finally lying down properly, his head between the two pillows. It was comfortable.

			He closed his eyes. He didn’t realise how tired he was. What time was it? He hadn’t worn his watch either. He was on holiday – what would be the point? Now was for relaxing. But he didn’t want to be asleep when she came back. He would probably ruin it if he was. And she was so hot. And it had been unreasonably long since the last time.

			But he was so tired. And his eyes remained shut. And there was a soothing sound. Almost a hissing. He hadn’t heard it before, but maybe it had always been there. And the more he listened, the faster he seemed to fall. 

			His thoughts fell away.

			And he was gone.
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			How could this be real? How could this be possible? How could he be in Paris one moment and London the next? The woman. Had the woman done this to him? He hadn’t just moved rooms, he had moved countries. How could you move countries without knowing it? He wouldn’t call it impossible but not entirely possible either. It was in the grey area in between.

			How long had it been? How long could he have been out? The red room. And here. How long between those two points? It could’ve been no time at all, could’ve been an eternity. But – no. He had his own personal way of knowing.

			His last drink had been in the red room with the woman. Red room. Wine and bourbon. The stuff he had tasted in his teeth. And now, his throat and brain were dry. But there wasn’t that gnawing feeling. That little scrambling on the edges of his brain matter, like something fizzing, whenever he didn’t take his pills. So, all dried up but dosed enough. If he had to guess – six hours at the least but no more than twelve. That coupled with the fact that it was day – morning. Ten hours was a reasonable estimate. Ten hours all gone.

			He looked away from London. Just in time to see Alan grunt in disapproval. He was walking over to the window. ‘I’m supposed to be across the river for Christ’s sake.’

			‘Oh shut up,’ Ryan said. Alan looked taken aback and stepped away, crossing his arms and frowning at no one in particular. Ryan was looking out of the window, his eyes darting around the scene outside. ‘We’re near Leicester Square. Facing south.’ He looked to everyone else, as if for approval. Sheppard just looked at him in amazement for figuring it out so quickly. Ryan looked back at the window. ‘We’re in Bank,’ he said again, like he was confirming it.

			‘Try to open the window,’ Sheppard said, stretching his arms, although Ryan was already reaching for the latch.

			It was a sliding window, one that looked like it would only open an inch due to how high up they were. Ryan unlatched the window and pushed. Nothing. He made a confused grunt and then tried again, putting his full weight on the handle. Nothing. Ryan continued to try, until his hand slipped from the handle and he fell to the floor. Alan just watched him get back up, not bothering to try to help. Ryan righted himself and tried one last time.

			‘It’s locked,’ he said. ‘Won’t even open an inch.’

			‘Then let’s try this,’ Alan said, and before anyone could stop him, he picked up the chair which Headphones had pushed out from under the desk. Alan brandished the chair and thrust it full force into the window. The chair, and Alan behind it, bounced off the window like it was the wall of a bouncy castle. He was thrown to the floor and the chair flew into the centre of the room. Mandy, who was looking through one of the drawers of the desk, narrowly dodged it.

			Ryan held his hand out to Alan. ‘You couldn’t break these windows. They’re thick and anti-shatter.’ Specific. Alan’s eyes narrowed, as Sheppard’s did. That was very specific.

			‘And even so, where would you go?’ Mandy said, looking up from the drawers.

			Alan chose not to accept Ryan’s hand, reaching out for the desk to help him up. ‘Well, I apologise for trying. You all seem to have made yourselves at home here. Ms Looney Bin might actually be the only sane one amongst you.’ He looked around, catching sight of Headphones. ‘What’s your story?’

			Headphones just looked at him, her eyes wide. Alan peered at her sticker.

			‘Rhona, what are you up to, Rhona? Just listening to some tunes waiting for the world to end. You teenagers are all bloody imbeciles.’

			‘Lay off,’ Sheppard said, rattling the cuffs. A new pain and a glance upward confirmed what he thought – his wrists were red raw, the cuffs digging into his flesh.

			‘Oh, don’t you start.’ Alan rounded on him. ‘You’re a walking talking embarrassment. I read the papers. I know all about your addictions. But this is the worst addiction of all, isn’t it – the lust for attention. Well, congratulations, you’ve got everyone looking at you. And now you’ve got us all stuck here with you.’

			‘For the last time, I don’t know why we’re here.’

			‘Bollocks. You television types always know when some idiocy is going on. Is this about the MacArthur case? You want me out of the way or something?’

			‘This isn’t about your stupid case,’ Mandy said, still rifling through drawers.

			Alan laughed, looking from Sheppard to Mandy and back. ‘Stupid. That’s the word we’re going with, is it? Stupid? Do any of you watch the news?’

			‘Let’s not lose our heads,’ Ryan said, ‘we’re all in this together.’ He put a hand on Alan’s shoulder – an act that wasn’t entirely favoured.

			Alan shrugged him off. ‘Yes, but some of us are more in it than others.’ He nodded to Sheppard. ‘Why are you handcuffed, and no one else is?’

			The same question he’d asked himself – Alan was just a bit behind him.

			Sheppard gritted his teeth – shut his eyes and took a breath. ‘I don’t know.’ Losing his temper wasn’t going to help anything.

			Mandy had finished searching the drawers but hadn’t found a key. Now, she was just standing there, growing paler and paler. She had something in her hands. She put it down on the bed, and Sheppard saw the words glistening in the light. The Holy Bible. A hotel room’s only constant. ‘I need to . . . wash my face.’ It looked like she was going to faint. She stumbled out of view, and Sheppard heard a new door open. The bathroom. How had no one thought to check the bathroom?

			As Sheppard looked towards the alcove, he saw the woman with the black hair emerge from it. On her chest – HELLO MY NAME IS . . . Constance. Sheppard watched her, wondering what she was thinking about.

			‘What I’m saying is this man may be dangerous. Maybe he’s handcuffed for a reason,’ Alan was saying. ‘And I sure as hell know I need to be across London.’

			Sheppard kept watching Constance. Her silence unnerved him. Her large, almost cartoonish eyes, accentuated by her panda mascara, fell to the bed and she snatched the Bible up, clutching it to her chest.

			‘Religious terms must not be taken in vain,’ Constance said, in a low guttural tone, which probably escaped everyone else’s hearing.

			The situation was slipping from bad to dire in front of Sheppard’s eyes – and he couldn’t even move.

			‘Let’s all just keep calm,’ Ryan said.

			‘No, let’s not. Let’s not keep calm. This is not about keeping calm,’ Alan said.

			‘Hell. Hell. Hell. Hell. Hell,’ Constance said.

			Headphones, mouth screwed up, looked at each in turn.

			And then – a scream. A high-pitched desolate scream. One that seemed to bounce around the room, piercing everyone in the heart.

			Sheppard glanced at Constance. But he already knew it wasn’t her.

			It was Mandy. In the bathroom.

			And, just like that, things got worse.
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			The scream seemed to go on forever, but at some point it was over and then there was silence. And somehow the silence seemed much worse. No one moved – Alan and Ryan frozen in their conversation, Headphones peeking round the desk, and Constance looking towards the bathroom.

			Sheppard’s first reaction was to jolt forward at the sound. The handcuffs ground into his wrists and he yelped in pain. His flight response was overwhelming. He was not a man who wore panic and fear well. Even the moments when he woke up in a cold sweat, his heart beating three times too fast, and thinking that maybe he had finally overdone it, he always secretly knew he would pull through. But here, in this room, he was scared – genuinely scared.

			There was a crashing sound as Mandy re-entered his field of vision, backing away from the alcove and bumping into Constance.

			Constance pushed her away selfishly, like she was diseased.

			Mandy looked to Sheppard. Her eyes were glassy reflections of themselves as tears streamed down her face. She was a pale white colour and her skin was slick with sweat.

			‘What? What is it?’ Sheppard said.

			Ryan saw it before anyone else, and rushed to Mandy just as she was about to collapse. He caught her just in time.

			‘There’s . . . in the bath . . .’ Her voice was small.

			‘What?’ Sheppard said, leaning forward as far as he could.

			‘A man. I think . . . a dead man.’

			Sheppard felt the bed drop out from under him – freefalling through nothingness. But, of course, he wasn’t.

			A snort of derision. Not exactly the response he expected, but Alan seemed to be chuckling to himself. ‘A dead man. A body in the bathtub. We’ve all been through a lot. We’re all jumpy – we need to keep our cool here. The mind is a fragile thing.’ He went over to Mandy and tapped her on the arm – a curt attempt at comforting her.

			Through tears, Mandy looked at him. ‘There is. A man. A man in a brown suit.’

			‘Well, if there is a man, who’s to say he’s not sleeping like we all were.’

			Mandy gritted her teeth. ‘You’re more than welcome to take a look.’

			Alan frowned. He straightened one of his cufflinks absent-mindedly and cleared his throat. ‘Very well then.’

			Sheppard watched Mandy as Alan disappeared around the corner. The girl was silently weeping and turned around to bury her face in Ryan’s shoulder. Sheppard believed her completely. ‘Alan, don’t go in there.’

			But it was too late. He heard the bathroom door open.

			Sheppard’s eyes drifted as he tried to focus his hearing on what was happening in the bathroom. He couldn’t move more than two inches, and now the situation had changed. He found himself looking at the TV and had to look for a few seconds before he realised what was different. It was on – the TV was on. The last time he had looked at it, it had been blank. But sometime between then and now, it had started showing a gold mantra in the centre of the screen. 

			We hope you enjoy your stay! in a loopy, almost illegible, scrawl.

			And there was something else in the corner. A little blue bar with white numbers, like something you would see when you connected a very old VCR. Sheppard had to screw up his eyes to see it. ‘YOUR PAY-PER-VIEW STARTS IN: 00:00:57’ Counting down – less than a minute. How did the TV turn on? And what was the pay-per-view?

			Sheppard opened his mouth to tell someone – anyone. But at that moment, the bathroom door opened and Alan reappeared. His face mirrored Mandy’s almost perfectly. He took off his glasses and wiped them with a cloth he took out of his upper pocket.

			‘It appears the situation is slightly graver than I first thought.’

			Ryan detached himself from Mandy and started forward.

			Alan put up a hand. ‘Save yourself some sleepless nights, son.’

			Ryan took a beat, and nodded.

			‘He’s face-down, so I couldn’t tell much, but there’s blood – a lot of blood. Around the torso,’ Alan said, plainly. Sheppard wondered if that was the tone of voice he used in court. ‘No one else goes in there. Believe me, you don’t want any part in this.’ 

			Sheppard didn’t know what to say, so a question slipped out. ‘Did you recognise him?’

			Alan’s eyes snapped to him. ‘Now that’s an interesting question to ask.’

			‘There has to be a reason we’re all here. I just . . .’

			‘What are you hiding, Mr Sheppard? I’m supposing you know all of this already. I’m supposing this is all some kind of sick game and I’m supposing we’ve all been roped into it against our will. Anything to say for yourself?’

			Sheppard stared at him, walking the line between anger and fear. And he only half noticed the fact that the TV screen had changed.

			And a new voice cut in. Slightly muffled. Coming through the TV speakers. ‘No. Yes and yes.’ Every face in the room turned towards the TV. A profile on the TV screen, but Sheppard’s brain had to catch up to puzzle out who. It was a man, but his face was concealed behind a garish and colourful cartoon horse mask – like something you would see on Halloween. The eye holes were cut out, so this cartoon had big green human eyes. It was unsettling – gross, and Sheppard felt a shiver of disgust and fear.

			The man on the TV laughed. ‘Glad to see we’re all getting along.’

		

	
		
			 

			9

			 

			‘Hello everyone,’ the horse man said. His voice was slick and smooth and the bad speakers on the TV gave it a detached, otherworldly cadence. ‘Hello Morgan.’

			Someone yelped. Constance – he thought it was Constance, although he couldn’t really tell. His full attention was on the horse mask. He didn’t know why, but he just knew. They were all in serious trouble, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was worst of all.

			‘What is this?’ Alan said, stepping forward to the TV. ‘Who are you?’

			Was this a conversation? Or a recording?

			The horse mask reacted. A conversation then. ‘You don’t know me, not yet at least. But I know you. I know all of you. Especially you, Morgan Sheppard. I have been following your work very closely. It’s hard not to.’

			Eyes on him, like always. Was this a fan – a deranged, obsessed fan? Sheppard had had his fair share of oddball supporters over the years, and he had heard horror stories about others.

			‘What’s happening?’ Sheppard heard himself say. ‘What do you want?’ Something was very wrong here – more than it had ever been in his life.

			The mask heard him. That meant there was a microphone. Maybe a camera. Somewhere – most likely watching since they woke up.

			‘How the mighty have fallen,’ the horse mask said. Enjoying this – the sick bastard was enjoying this. ‘Cuffed to a bed, with your mind racing to every eventuality – every possible way you could get out of this. With your instincts, I’m surprised you haven’t bitten off your own hands and gone barrelling through the front door by now.’

			Sheppard faltered. He hadn’t exactly done that, but he had ripped at his wrists. ‘What did you do to us?’

			The horse mask ignored him. ‘Do you ever look at yourself, Morgan Sheppard? Do you ever look in the mirror and see the drug-addled insipid attention whore you’ve become? A life governed by television contracts and YouTube comments. Stepping all over other people.’

			‘You put us here?’ Trying to regain the conversation. Not wanting to hear anymore.

			‘And yet some still call you “Detective”. Even after everything. You’re the bastard child of a Conan Doyle nightmare. You’re not fit for the word.’

			‘You put us here.’ Stop, please stop.

			‘Of course I did, you idiot.’ The horse mask twisted as the man crooked his neck. ‘You see, I’m here to see if you can live up to your supposed reputation. Or more accurately, your self-proclaimed one. Resident Detective, rather gauche.’
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