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Praise for Chris McGeorge


‘Boils with claustrophobic intensity. Packed with gripping twists and turns, Guess Who is an inventive, entertaining locked room mystery that kept me utterly hooked’


Adam Hamdy


‘An ingenious twisty mystery in a totally unique setting’


Claire McGowan


‘An impressive debut and a sign of great things to come’


James Oswald


‘Guess Who is a fresh take on the locked room murder mystery. The plotting is intricate, the characters well drawn, and the pace never lets up as it drives headlong to the surprising end’


David C. Taylor


‘One hotel room. Six strangers. One corpse. Good fun’


Cavan Scott


‘Phenomenal. An utterly compelling and fiendishly clever read – it blew my mind ten times over’


Francesca Dorricott


‘Chris McGeorge has a knack for conjuring up the biggest of mysteries in the tightest of spaces. Dark and claustrophobic in all the right places’


Robert Scragg
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‘Sometimes you just have to accept where you are and embrace, however unwillingly, that there is no way back to where you were before …’


ROBIN FERRINGHAM, Without Her






 


 


 


 


A ringing. Loud. Too early for the alarm. Must be his phone.


He opened his eyes and reached over in the dark. A 12-44. Couldn’t be real. But he had to check.


He got up, got dressed, turned the window on for a moment. There was an avalanche outside. Lovely. He turned it off again.


He left his bedroom, slipping his Cuff on as he went down the corridor into the control room.


Continell was at the desk, watching all the monitors, a half-drunk cup of coffee forgotten next to her.


‘Harper,’ Continell said, as he leant on the desk. She sounded worried. ‘One of the Cuffs just went off. No life signs.’


‘Which one?’ Harper said.


‘FE773 Barnard.’


‘That’s Lockhart’s cell? You got A/V on it?’


Continell didn’t even need to press any buttons. She already had it up on the screen. An overhead of a cell, two beds with two women sleeping. Then the cameras went to static.


‘A/V is lost for 12.3 seconds,’ Continell said, ‘and then …’


A sound. Loud. Like a roar ripping through the static. Gone as soon as it hit his ears. And the camera clicked back on. One of the women was still sleeping as before. The other was draped over the bed, head falling to the floor. Some kind of substance was flowing onto the floor from her forehead. Harper was glad the camera was black and white.


‘What—?’ He couldn’t say anything. ‘What happened?’


‘That sound,’ Continell said. ‘I heard it. Not on the cameras. I actually heard it. From two floors away. I think it was a gunshot.’


‘You checked the records on the door?’


‘No one went in or out. No prisoner. No guard. Lock wasn’t disengaged. Records are one hundred per cent, no one can change them.’


‘One hundred per cent?’


‘One hundred per cent.’


Harper picked up Continell’s coffee without asking and downed the rest of the contents. ‘Wake ’em up. Tell them to suit up. 12-44.’ He started out of the room.


‘Who am I waking up?’


Harper paused at the door. ‘All of them.’


Ten minutes later, they were all at the lifts. All in their armour. All carrying their service weapons.


They got in the lift. Went down two floors.


Harper paused them all at the entrance to the Unit. ‘This is the first time we’ve dealt with something like this. Krotes has signed off on the weapon usage, but no one is firing unless absolutely necessary. Let’s not be trigger-happy.’


‘Don’t need to tell me twice, Chief.’ Anderson smiled, pumping his shotgun. Why the hell had they given him a shotgun?


At least the others appeared more apprehensive. ‘OK,’ Harper said, ‘me and Abrams take point. Truchforth and Anderson take the rear.’


They went through the double doors into the Unit, and down into the Pit. Prisoners were waking up, shouting questions through their cell doors. They ignored them. Got to the cell they were here for.


Harper took a long breath, nodded to Abrams and the others behind him. Then held up his Cuff. The light on it went green. And so did the light above the cell door.


They rushed into the dark. Abrams had a torch and she found Lockhart’s face. The young woman was still asleep, or doing a damn good job at pretending. And then the torch went down to the puddle of blood on the floor, and then to Barnard’s face. A hole in the middle of her head. Her eyes open, forever.


‘Jesus,’ Harper said.


Then the lights clicked on. And they all saw.


Harper found himself frozen. As Anderson and Abrams rushed to Lockhart, woke her up, got her in cuffs. She was gibbering about not knowing what was going on. And then she saw Barnard, and was gibbering about how she didn’t do it.


Something was wrong.


Truchforth was scanning the cell, searching for it. He completed the quick search. ‘There’s no gun in here.’


Just a brief look-round. He could be wrong.


Lockhart was being dragged out of the cell. All three of them were restraining her, taking her off to the Hole. But Harper couldn’t move. All he could do was stand there, looking and thinking. About something …


‘Harper.’ Continell, in his ear. ‘I’ve been looking over the footage.’


He looked up at the camera.


‘12.3 seconds the camera was down,’ Continell said. ‘I layered over the before and after images, on either side of that cut.’


‘What about it?’


Continell paused a little before speaking. ‘Lockhart doesn’t move. She doesn’t move even a millimetre. The images are identical.’


‘What are you saying?’ Harper asked.


But she didn’t need to answer. Because Harper was thinking it as well.


Was there a possibility that Lockhart didn’t do it?






PART ONE


Welcome to North Fern
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39 days earlier …


They came for Cara in the middle of the night – barged into her cell and told her to get her things. No time for goodbyes. No grand sending off. Nothing but a pair of cold handcuffs and a delirious walk down a mostly sleeping cell block getting prodded in the back by a guard’s finger, until she emerged into the freezing night air of the yard. A van was waiting. As were two other prisoners with their own guard. The guards were both in SWAT vests.


The three of them were bundled into the van, each put into their own sweatbox – basically a cell inside the van. The guards went out of sight, to sit out of sight.


No one told her where she was going. She didn’t ask.


That’s how their journey started. That seemed like a day ago now.


The van was driving along at a steady speed. Were they on the motorway? If so, how long had they been on there? Not worth thinking about it when it didn’t really matter.


There was a soft constant weeping coming from the sweatbox next to hers. The woman inside it was crying. She had been for the last few hours – so much so that Cara had almost completely tuned it out now, except for the odd louder wail.


A wail came then, along with words, ‘Where are we going? You shouldn’t be allowed to do this. I should’ve been able to see my boy, tell my family … Where are we going?’


Silence, for a few seconds. And then a minute. And then ten. And then it became the norm again – the question left hanging, almost visibly, in the air. Sometime after that the sobbing from next door started up again.


And equilibrium was restored. For an hour or two.


Suddenly, the van swerved sharply, hurling Cara into the sweatbox wall, and moments later, the road became bumpier. The van rocked along for another hour, giving no respite in its erratic movements, until finally it seemed to drive onto a consistent road. Not concrete, but a fairly well-worn track nonetheless. They definitely weren’t on the motorway anymore.


Finally it stopped. In a great triumphant motion, the van was still.


‘Hey, driver?’ one of the guards said, banging on what sounded like the mesh between the driver’s cab and the body of the van. ‘Sitrep?’ But none was given.


Instead, the radio and the engine died. And then nothing.


Cara nervously glanced around her four white plastic walls, hoping she would find at least some clue as to what was happening. But of course there was nothing.


There were voices outside. The sound of a gate being opened. The engine again. The van moving in a low gear for about five hundred metres. Then nothing.


Cara couldn’t help feeling the impatience one felt when a plane landed and the seat belt sign seemed to be stuck on. And you always felt it was a fraction of a second more than it should have been before it turned off.


Then the back doors swung open. Dull sunlight flooded the van, and she blinked away sunspots, seeing the shadow of the driver on the wall of the van.


‘We’re here,’ the driver said, rather unceremoniously. Not to her.


And then the two guards were rustling. They unlocked her box last, leading all three of them out of the van one at a time. Cara jumped down to see that they were in an enclosed loading bay, and the sun was disappearing inch by inch as a large shutter closed behind them. As the shutter reached the ground, she had a strange sense that she might never see it again.


She looked around to see that her peers were thinking something similar. Her neighbour from the van, the crier, was still sobbing, wet tracks down her cheeks. She realised she knew her. From New Hall – her wing. The other woman was trying to hide her discomfort, but it came through. She seemed tough – black hair, black mascara (which must’ve cost a pretty penny in New Hall), and a haircut that wasn’t in style when Cara was incarcerated, but could be now – a buzzcut on her left side, and long hair on her right swept over – but she couldn’t hide her worry. ‘What’s going on here?’ she asked.


At one point, it would have been Cara who had the courage to speak up. But now all she saw was the pointlessness of it. And it was indeed pointless. The question left, unanswered.


The driver wordlessly turned and started to walk towards a towering red door that appeared to be more like a door into some bunker. The guards seemed to take the hint and pushed her and the other two prisoners to follow them.


At the door, one of the drivers knocked – a great booming THRANG that smashed into her ears.


Nothing. For a minute.


Cara looked around, and her eyes fell on the closest body in the strange huddle they had created. The younger guard was looking at her, and as their eyes met, his eyes quickly darted away. He looked scared of something – he was even shaking slightly. Why was he scared?


For the first time, Cara felt unsafe.


The driver seemed to be waiting for something, like he was counting in his head before he decided to knock again. But eventually, he did.


Finally, the door swung open to reveal a burly man – black with a greying goatee. His muscular frame was not complemented by his guard’s jumper, embroidered with the name Harper. He held a tablet, looking small in his firm hands. He assessed each of the group in turn – a strange picture they must have made. ‘We have FO112, NH597, and FE773?’


Cara felt the older guard nod behind her.


‘And we have new guards … let’s see, Dale Michael and John Anderson.’


The older guard grunted. ‘Thanks.’


Harper sighed, ‘Relax, Mr Anderson, they’re not exactly going to add you on Facebook, are they?’


Anderson mumbled something under his breath, not best pleased.


Harper didn’t seem to care. ‘OK, residents follow me. Guards, follow your drivers to the main entrance.’


A shuffling behind Cara. She looked to see that the younger guard, Michael, was moving away with the drivers, but Anderson was standing his ground behind his quarry. ‘I’m sorry, but my job was to deliver the prisoners to their new cells. Not just to the front door. I have a duty. And I intend to carry it out. I can’t just leave these women on the doorstep – they are dangerous.’


Harper frowned, ‘And if you do not adhere to policy here, I assure you so am I.’


Anderson scoffed but turned away and followed Michael and the others.


Harper watched them go and then did something bizarre, something Cara would question whether she’d actually seen for days to come. He winked at her and smiled.


‘Ladies, please follow me.’


‘The guards are getting transferred here too?’ the woman with the parting asked, as the three of them followed Harper down a white corridor with a hideous grey-striped carpet.


‘Guards Anderson and Michael have chosen to help build this new establishment, yes.’


‘And what the hell does that mean?’ Parting whispered in Cara’s ear.


Cara shrugged.


The other woman had stopped sobbing, but had started chewing on a strand of her auburn hair. She met Cara’s eyes for the first time, as if in agreement with the others’ wonderment.


They were taken to a desk that appeared around a corner – two women were standing there in uniform, one middle-aged and blonde, one older and greying. Cara didn’t have time to look at the names on their jumpers. They had a whiteboard and, at the appearance of the three, started writing on it.


‘FO112?’ the blonde guard said.


They wondered amongst themselves, before Harper came to their rescue. ‘You’ll have new IDs here. Such is the new initiative. FO112 is Moyley.’


Moyley – that was her name, Cara remembered it now. Moyley was the crier, and her wing-mate. Parting turned round.


The two female guards wrote some things down on the whiteboard. And told her to pose with it against a lined wall. They took a photo. A mugshot.


It was much like what had happened when Cara had arrived at New Hall. Just the usual welcoming party. But now she was – ‘NH597’. ‘NH597. Lockhart. 12th June 2020’. A mantra. A talisman. This was what she was. She held the sign up. They took the picture. Awesome.


Next, they ushered her, without waiting for Parting to get her photo taken, into a cubicle. The older greying guard stayed watching as she was commanded to strip, which she did without a moment’s thought. Now it was almost second nature. She bent over while the guard searched her. She tried to switch her brain off as she rummaged around inside her.


Then it was done. She was told to turn around and was given a fresh pile of clothes to wear – her new wardrobe. It comprised of two T-shirts, two pairs of nylon trousers, some bras and pants, a purple static jumper, and a beige pair of canvas shoes.


‘OK,’ the guard said.


Cara waited for a second, then realised that was it. The guard wrote something on a pad and then glared up at her. Perturbed, she nodded to a door behind her.


So Cara went through it. It wasn’t exactly like she had a choice.


She came into an interview room, with a man in a white coat sitting at a table. ‘Ah, hello, Ms Lockhart, I am Doctor Tobias Trenner. I just have to ask you a few questions.’


She sat in the chair facing him, with a camera on a tripod pointed at her.


And the questions began, jumping wildly from mundane to fantastical. ‘Your full name is Cara-Jane Lockhart, yes?’ was juxtaposed with ‘Have you ever thought about taking your own life?’ ‘And you are 23 years of age?’ countered with ‘How many sexual partners have you had?’ and ‘You fully acknowledge why you are here? You are of sound mind?’ drowned out by the absolutely ridiculous ‘Is there any possibility you may be pregnant?’


After the taped conversation, the greying guard came in and Cara was moved around again through another door and to a desk, where she got her picture taken on a webcam and was asked to hold out her wrist. She was given a metal bracelet that seemed to be a slightly thicker version of a handcuff. It clicked around her wrist and a blue light throbbed on it.


‘This is your Cuff,’ the guard said. ‘It acts much like an ID card, with a built-in vital tracker. It will automatically open any doors that you are allowed to go through, and restrict you from the ones you’re not. It also has a tracker, so we can see where you are at all times. If you somehow manage to get somewhere you’re not supposed to be, the light on your Cuff will turn red. You have 30 seconds to return to where you should be before the Cuff will emit an electric shock much like a taser.’


Cara opened her mouth to say ‘What?’ but someone got there before her. She turned around to see Parting had been dropped off behind her.


The guard asked Parting to hold her wrist out.


‘No.’


The guard said nothing, just raised her eyebrows.


And Parting, who must have seen the futility of the situation, put her wrist out. A Cuff closed around it.


‘You may find things a little more high-tech here than New Hall. This prison is the first of its kind after all.’


‘What do you mean?’ Parting said.


But Cara was focused on something else. The guard had a Cuff of her own. With a pulsing blue light just like theirs.


Harper interrupted them, appearing out of nowhere. She automatically looked at his wrist. He had a Cuff too. So the guards were being tracked as well? ‘Are these two ready, Continell?’


The guard, Continell, nodded.


‘Good, I’ll take them along, you and Abrams can manage to bring Moyley, I assume. Tobias is taking a little longer with her. She’s a gusher.’


‘Of course,’ Continell said.


With a curt nod, Harper guided Cara and Parting through another door, to a long white corridor. At the end of the corridor, they came to a black marble wall with three lifts. It looked like something from a hotel, only adding to the patchwork nature of the building she had seen from the outside.


Harper stepped forward and pressed the call button.


The left-hand lift doors opened and although Harper stepped forward, another male guard and a female prisoner lurched out. The woman was wide-eyed, scraggly ginger hair waving around in clumps. She was chewing on the sleeve of her top and emitting a strange moaning sound.


The guard just dragged her out. ‘Come along, Ray.’


‘But it wasn’t him,’ Ray, presumably, said.


‘Yes, yes, yes,’ the guard muttered. Pulling her out of the way of Harper and his deliveries.


‘It sounded like him, but it wasn’t him,’ Ray wailed.


‘We’re going to see the doc and he’ll clear this right up.’ He started pushing her down the corridor, unlocking another door halfway down and propelling her into it. ‘Come along.’


‘But—’ Ray started and then the door shut, cutting her voice into a muffle.


Cara and Parting looked back around to Harper. He didn’t seem willing to give any answers.


Prison was an acquired taste – some people just couldn’t hack it. Cara once thought she was one of those people – that she was destined to drive herself crazy, pacing up and down, mumbling about how she shouldn’t be there and this wasn’t what her life was supposed to be. The days were so long, the meals were so tasteless, the showers so humiliating. But … then something happened. One day she woke up. One day she realised that all she could do was carry on. So she did – and the days went by a little quicker after that, the meals had more flavour, the showers … well, no, the showers were still the showers. But, somehow, somewhere, she’d found some peace.


She’d given up.


And she couldn’t be happier she did. Although it wasn’t the same happiness she used to feel. This happiness was soaked in grief.


Harper led them into the lift and pressed the button. A mere ten seconds later, and the smoothest lift ride ever, the doors opened onto a scene much like the one downstairs.


A white sterilised room, with white tiles and white floors, with a currently unmanned guard’s station in the centre. Harper led them past it, through a set of double doors.


The noise was the first thing to hit them. It sounded like a public swimming pool when the children’s floats came out. The noise was so massive and echoing and triumphant, it was hard to conjure up any coherent thoughts. Like a tremendous school of fish snaking and winding towards one goal, voices disappeared into one another to make an uncontrollable din. It was, unfortunately, a familiar sound – New Hall was exactly the same.


Therefore, Cara was hardly surprised when she got through the double doors and was greeted with an equally familiar sight. They were on a metal balcony looking into a long rectangular hall lined with cells on either side, and a mosh pit of flowing bodies in between.


Women were standing, sitting on plastic chairs, leaning on tables, playing board games, lounging on a ragged sofa, ducking and diving between tables, draped over the metal stairs.


Some of the women down in the Pit quickly realised they had company, and were pointing upwards and sneering. Some others just stood motionless. While more still were telling their friends. Soon most of the women were looking up.


‘Hoah,’ one shouted, ‘new ones.’


A few more heads looked up and around at the alert. Most didn’t bother.


‘Pay them no mind,’ Harper was saying as Cara hurried to keep up with him walking across the gangway, ‘they’re mostly harmless.’ They reached the nearest staircase, and Harper had started to descend. Into the sea of women. Cara wanted to do anything but. As she stepped back from the staircase, a hand gripped her shoulder. Parting’s.


‘I’ve got this, Butcher, I’ll go first. Let me through,’ she said and smiled. Before going down first, two steps at a time – almost like she couldn’t wait.


Butcher.


Parting knew who she was.


Butcher. The name New Hall had picked out for her. Her reputation preceded her. And all these women would know who she was too.


Nevertheless, she found it somewhere within her to start the slow way down the steps. Harper was at the bottom now, and some women came to meet him – shouting incoherent things and gesturing in incoherent hand signals.


‘Ladies, come on, please. It’s not the first time you’ve ever seen new arrivals, is it?’


Harper started to walk forward and the women began to part. She and Parting were the last to set down in the Pit, and they stayed as close to Harper as they could.


Now, they could hear individual shouts, and some of the women were recognising Cara as she went past.


‘It’s the Butcher! It’s only the damn Butcher.’


‘You’re gonna fit in right well here, Butcher.’


‘Careful, the Butcher’s about. And she’s got an entourage.’


‘The Butcher’s on the prowl tonight,’ one woman, lost in all the faces, sang. ‘So get your loved ones hid.’ The song, the song they’d sung at New Hall. ‘We may be the scum of the Earth. But at least we …’ How did she know it? Was someone else from New Hall here?


‘Shut up,’ a booming voice erupted.


The women stopped, wheeled around. Cara and Parting did too – it was hard not to. A woman in prison attire was descending the stairs they had previously walked down.


‘What the hell is going on?’


Cara felt her shoulder being grabbed, and then Harper was pulling them both through the crowd.


‘I was at the hairdressers, and I come back to this!’ the woman shouted. She was short and stout, and took one step at a time. Then Cara’s head was jostled around and she lost sight of her. ‘What is going on in my district?’ She almost sang it out like a gospel singer.


Cara didn’t really care. She just wanted to get through the throng of women as quickly as possible and if this new woman was able to distract the crowd, so be it.


It worked. And they were free to follow Harper over to a white door on the left side. There was a light above it. Red. But as Cara and Parting stepped forward, it turned green.


‘Only the two of you and the guards in this unit can access your cell,’ Harper said. ‘You are not permitted to go into anyone else’s cell. No one is permitted to come into yours. Likewise, you will be permitted to go elsewhere in the Unit at certain times of day – the yard, the dining room, the laundry, the showers, et cetera – accessing the various doors just as you have done now. To make sure no one is where they shouldn’t be, these doors always lock behind you and cannot be kept open. This way, we know where every prisoner is at all times, and you are protected from anyone else. Any questions?’


‘Why do you have a Cuff?’ Cara said.


‘We have Cuffs for much the same reason as you,’ Harper said, holding up his wrist. ‘It unlocks doors, and keeps track of our vitals. But we also have key cards for overrides in communal areas.’


Cara and Parting looked at each other. Parting shrugged. She didn’t seem bothered by it. But something about it bothered Cara. Like the guards were prisoners too.


An awkward silence for a moment.


Cara was sure she’d have plenty of other questions in due course, but none came to mind in the moment.


‘So everything you need should be in there,’ Harper was saying, ‘you both have a washbag on your bed with the appropriate necessities. And you have your wardrobe there, I see.’


Cara looked down at the unimpressive bundle of muted fabric in her arms.


Harper checked his watch. ‘It’s half four. You must be starving. We’re going to keep you separate from the other residents today, because well … they get a bit excited by new arrivals, as you’ve seen. I’ll bring you some dinner after it comes out, around six. Then, tomorrow, we can see about incorporating you into life here. Contrary to how it looks, it’s not that bad. Come along now.’ Harper guided them into the room backwards. ‘Welcome to North Fern.’


They stepped through the open door. Harper stayed on the outside of the room. The door shut. The mechanical lock clicked.


Parting sighed and looked around. ‘What the—?’


This made Cara finally turn and take in her new home. The cell was small, cramped, but not unbearable. There were two bony-looking beds, one on each side – plastic mattresses and rigid purple duvets – both made up, with a small washbag placed on each pillow. In between the beds was a sliver of floor leading up to a shared bedside cabinet.


The last detail of the cell was a small alcove, where there was a toilet and a sink, shielded by a waist-high wall. Although a normal person would have baulked at the audacity of it, it was a level of privacy she hadn’t been afforded in quite some time.


But no, it wasn’t the last detail. As Cara looked at the wall above the beds, she saw there was no window. She had never been claustrophobic, but the lack of a window really seemed to irk her. Maybe it was what was put in place of a window that was affecting her so much. A thin rectangular screen set behind glass was showing what seemed to be rolling green hills under a blue sky – not unlike a PC desktop wallpaper. Framing the window were bars of light, which were pouring into the room. It didn’t feel artificial, the room felt just as if there was a window, as if this were a normal room in the middle of the afternoon.


It didn’t help though, in fact it made her feel worse.


Parting seemed transfixed too. ‘Well, isn’t this lovely?’ she said, stepping forward and tapping the glass in front of the screen. ‘And decidedly weird.’ She sat down on the right-side bed, seeming to claim it. Cara didn’t mind. ‘You OK?’ Parting said.


Cara gave a half-smile. ‘I’m fine.’ She sat down on the left bed – her bed. As it adjusted to her weight, it gave a plasticky scratching sound. It sounded about as comfortable as it looked.


‘Are you sure?’ Parting asked. ‘Because you’re shaking.’


Cara raised her right hand to see that she was indeed shaking, her hand slowly vibrating to a silent tune. She balled it into a fist, and put it back down on the bed. ‘It’s been a long day.’ Hoping it didn’t sound like the empty excuse it was.


‘That it has, I would have slept in the truck if Moyley hadn’t been so … gushy.’


‘We used to call her Niagara,’ Cara said. ‘Never stopped crying.’


‘Huh, you were on the same Unit then. Back at the Hall.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Seems like I’m the odd one out then. And as I obviously know who you are, I better introduce myself.’ Parting raised a hand, bridging the gap across the beds. Cara took it. ‘I’m Stephanie Barnard.’
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Cara and Barnard talked for another half an hour or so. Barnard was an ecologist in a past life, having been at New Hall for five years. She didn’t offer up an explanation of what had landed her there in the first place, and Cara didn’t ask. Barnard talked about her family, her ex-boyfriend, her dogs, barely giving Cara a chance to participate herself. But that was exactly what she wanted, and something in Barnard’s tone and looks towards her made it seem that her cellmate knew. Barnard was trying to make her feel better. And she was endlessly grateful for that.


As Barnard talked, Cara studied her Cuff. The pulsing blue light was already annoying her. Was this going to be on her wrist forever?


After some time, a hatch in the bottom of the door opened and two trays slid into the cell. Each had a bowl with a plastic spork sitting in it, propped up by some brown mush, a cup of water, a stale biscuit and a napkin.


Barnard jumped up ravenously and grabbed her tray. ‘Finally, I’m absolutely starving.’


Cara, a little less enthused, got hers. They both slumped back on their beds and Cara prodded at the greying brown mush. It looked like a stew, with chunks of some non-descript meat and slivers of something transparent, all soaked in sauce.


Cara looked up at Barnard, who had already started shovelling sporkfuls into her mouth. Her face erupted in pleasure. ‘Did they know I was coming?’ she said, mouth full. ‘My favourite.’


‘What is it?’ Cara asked with trepidation.


‘Liver and onions,’ Barnard replied, chewing. ‘Just like my grandmother used to make. Perfection.’


Cara’s stomach churned, and she looked down into her bowl. The chunks sat there, and she poked at one. Liver and onions. The mere thought of eating it made her feel sick, but she was agonisingly hungry. She pierced one of the chunks as best she could and lifted it to her mouth, biting down before she could think. She chewed. It tasted meaty, with an underlying almost-irony taste. She swallowed.


‘There,’ Barnard said, who’d stopped to watch her, ‘not so bad, was it? And it’s great for keeping your strength up.’


Cara managed a smile, before her cheeks begin to fizz. She felt her stomach roll over and prepare to erupt. She had no time to think. It was all she could do to make it over to the toilet before she made an involuntary retching sound and the entire contents of her stomach went flooding into the bowl. That was it. Everything. But she stayed there for a few minutes, kneeling in front of it, to make sure. Eventually, when the moment had well and truly passed she shakily got up, flushed the toilet and went over to the sink to wash her face.


When she was done, she looked around at Barnard, who was clutching her own empty bowl. ‘Does this mean you’re not going to eat yours?’


And despite everything, Cara laughed. And Barnard laughed too. And the rest of dinner was spent in high spirits. Barnard traded Cara’s bowl of liver and onions for her biscuit. And Cara found that even though the biscuits were indeed stale, they managed to line her freshly empty stomach, and even made her feel a little better.


When they were done, they put the trays on the floor. And soon, the hatch in the door opened up again and Barnard slid them through. ‘Compliments to the chef,’ she said.


If the guard on the other side of the door found it funny, he didn’t show it – merely taking the trays and slamming the hatch shut.


Barnard tutted, throwing herself back on her bed. ‘Wish I had a book or something.’ She turned her attention to the bedside cabinet between them. It had two drawers – presumably one for each of them – and a small night light on top embedded into the wall. She flipped a switch and the light came on, then flicked it off again.


Cara stifled a yawn as Barnard looked in the drawers. How long had she been awake? She couldn’t even guess. All she knew was that her whole body yearned for sleep, but at the same time she knew, right now, that she couldn’t achieve it.


‘Bingo,’ Barnard said, ‘doesn’t look like a page-turner, but here we are.’ She pulled out a laminated, ring-bound collection of pages. She held it up to Cara. A picture of a sunny, grassy hillside – the same as the one that was displaying on the screen – and at the bottom, in thick black letters, ‘Welcome to North Fern’. A prison handbook.


Barnard sat back and started to read. Cara found herself sliding down her bed, until her head was on the pillow. It was rock-hard. Standard. But, still, it supported her. The bed was full of static, plastic sheets and duvets. Flame-retardant. She was used to all of this. And she took a little bit of comfort in it. However different this place was to New Hall, the beds felt the same.


She stared up at the ceiling, listening to the muffled voices of prisoners and guards outside in the Pit. She couldn’t make anything out. But the voices were almost soothing, oddly. She closed her eyes …


BLARRP.


Her eyes snapped open and she sat up.


Barnard jumped, although she didn’t know if it was at the sound or her movement. ‘Steady, Lockhart,’ she said. It looked like she had finished the handbook as it was lying on the end of her bed.


‘How long was I—?’


‘An hour, maybe an hour and a half,’ Barnard said, picking up the handbook. ‘You need to read this. Some weird stuff in here. Like how no one gets visitors.’ She placed it on the bedside table.


But Cara didn’t really hear. She was looking around, trying to see where the sound had come from. Her eyes finally found a small speaker in the corner of the room.


BLARRRP.


Cara frowned.


Barnard nodded. ‘Not the most appealing of sounds, huh?’


The cell was a little darker, and she took a moment to realise that the screen behind her, and the lights around it, had turned off.


‘Lights out in five minutes,’ a voice boomed over the speaker.


Outside had grown noisier. It sounded like women were still congregating in the Pit, and this warning was for them to get back to their cells.


‘Night one in a new place,’ Barnard said, at least appearing to be worldly and full of experience. ‘Like breaking a new bed in. Never know how it’s going to go.’


She was right. Cara remembered her first night in New Hall all those months ago. She didn’t think she got even a second of sleep. It was deafeningly loud on her block, not unlike here.


Barnard started to clean off the top of her bed – putting her folded clothes into the top drawer beside her, and peeling back the plastic duvet.


Cara did the same, still listening beyond their cell. It was starting to calm down, become quieter and quieter, as the women went back to their cells, and Cara was starting to wonder if she might find out if she could sleep in silence.


They were both in bed under the covers, by the time the klaxon went for one minute to lights out.


‘What kind of prison has no visitors?’ Barnard said, to the ceiling.


‘What?’


‘North Fern has no visitation. Says so in the handbook. Only phone calls and written correspondence.’


Cara looked at her own little patch of ceiling. No visitors. It’s not as if it really affected her – no one would visit her anyway. But others? Was this prison max security? It didn’t feel like it. But then—


Barnard stopped her thoughts before they got out of control. ‘No use wondering about it now. We’ve got enough to contend with tonight. Let’s worry about it in the morning,’ she said, resolutely. ‘Maybe it was a typo or something,’ she added, slightly less so.


Cara nodded, although Barnard wasn’t looking at her. She was right. They just had to focus on getting to sleep.


‘Goodnight, Lockhart.’


‘Goodnight,’ she said.


And, as if on cue, the central light in the cell’s ceiling went out. And, thank God, that bloody light on their Cuffs went out too. And they were plunged into complete darkness. A resounding cheer came from the other cells, and for about an hour afterwards conversation sparked from cell to cell. The window warriors, akin to the ones in New Hall. Cara just lay there in the dark, throwing off her plastic duvet, and waiting for sleep to claim her.


Soon, the thrum of voices became strands, and then nothing, and there was total silence. Precisely what she had been afraid of. But, against the odds, she found herself welcoming the absence. She settled into her pillow, creating a crater for her head as best she could. And closed her eyes.


And, soon enough, the world became less concrete. Wispy. Falling down and down into sleep.


And, as always, she dreamt of them.
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BLARP.


Cara’s eyes shot open – already sick of the klaxon. Light smashed on at the same time as the sound. Her Cuff glowed. Morning. She still felt incredibly tired. And the toxic aftertaste of her nightmares was still on the tip of her tongue. She got up, pulling the sweaty duvet off her which had claimed her again at some point during the night. She flexed her back. It hurt, but she hadn’t expected anything less. Her wrist was itching, under the Cuff. But she couldn’t get at it.


Barnard was already up, sitting on her bed. She was rooting through the handbook, having snatched it up as soon as the lights came on. Cara remembered what she had said the night before and opened her mouth to ask, but there was a loud rap on the cell door.


‘Are you decent?’ a familiar voice said through the door. They both dressed quickly – North Fern clothes, and just as Cara finished, the door opened to show Harper standing there. ‘Thought I better escort you ladies to breakfast this morning.’


Outside the cell, women were slowly making their way past to the back of the Pit, where there were a set of double doors. They didn’t seem to care about the new arrivals anymore, led by their stomachs through the double doors. The light above pulsed green every time someone went through.


The room beyond was far smaller than Cara had thought it would be. The room looked like a school canteen – an open space with lines of tables and chairs. At the end of the room, along the far wall, were a row of steel hatches where a group of hungry women were already lined up. The space was a lot lighter than everywhere else, and Cara glanced up to the ceiling, to see it was covered in the lamps that emitted the near-natural light she had seen from the similar bulbs in the cell.


There were four guards, all male, posted at intervals around the room. Cara was a little shocked to notice Dale Michael, from the prison van, standing in one of the corners of the room, blankly watching. He didn’t notice her.


Once they were in the room proper, Harper nodded to them and went to join the guards by the wall.


Barnard got into the queue and Cara followed. Her cellmate seemed to be hungry again as she was staring intently at the front of the queue. Luckily, it seemed all the other women were just as hungry, as no one even glanced at Cara.


She just waited and kept her head down and when they got to the front of the queue, she was handed a tray with a bowl of Weetabix, a browning apple and a tin cup of milk, by a woman in the same uniform as her. The woman, in her fifties, with a somewhat fresh scar down her left cheek, making her look like the antithesis of a dinner lady, glanced at her with no recognition as she handed it over.


Cara stepped out of line and into Barnard, who was assessing the tables, most full of women already halfway through breakfast, but some tables were free – either with a few women sitting there, or some completely empty. Barnard seemed to be thinking intently about where to sit.


‘First day of school,’ she muttered. And Cara understood the sentiment. Where they sat would likely inform the rest of their time here at North Fern – at least it felt like it.


Cara did her own scan of the tables and, at a table at the very back, set away from all the others, she saw a familiar flash of reddish hair. A woman was sitting, her arms crossed on the table, blankly staring at her breakfast. She seemed, unsurprisingly, like she’d been crying.


Niagara – or rather Moyley. She had been transferred to the same unit.


‘We should go and sit with her,’ Cara said, and nodded towards Moyley.


Barnard looked over to the table and sighed. ‘Waterworks is here – lovely. She doesn’t look like she wants company.’


Cara had to agree, but sometimes the most important time to have company was when you didn’t want it. She said as much. ‘She needs a friend in here.’


Barnard rolled her eyes. ‘OK then.’


They slalomed through the maze of tables, Cara trying not to look anyone in the eye, until they got to the back where Moyley was sitting. They stood there awkwardly as Moyley stared into her bowl, scrunched up, trying not to cry. She had no idea they were standing there.


Barnard cleared her throat, noisily.


Moyley looked up and her eyes widened, glistening with tears not yet shed. ‘You,’ she said, looking at Cara.


‘Can we join you?’ Cara asked.


Moyley seemed to shrink away. ‘You … you were on my truck.’


‘We both were,’ Barnard said, sitting down.


Cara felt awkward standing, so took her lead and sat down too. Moyley jumped and stood up.


‘How dare you?’ Moyley said, picking up her tray and looking down at Cara. ‘As if I want to associate with you. You make me sick.’


‘I told you,’ Barnard said to Cara.


‘I hope they kill you,’ shouted Moyley. And she spat at Cara.


The globule flew through the air and splattered on Cara’s cheek. She recoiled and almost fell backwards on her plastic chair.


Moyley looked at her, smugly, and then skulked off towards the exit, nearly colliding with a group of women standing by a table, talking. Cara recognised some of them as the welcome mob from the previous day. She wiped away the spit rolling down her cheek with the provided napkin.


Barnard looked unimpressed, but whether it was with Moyley’s outburst or Cara’s offer of friendship, she couldn’t tell. ‘Why don’t we just eat our breakfast?’


Cara agreed. They sat in silence, while she scraped up her Weetabix, which had never been especially appetising to her, and drank her milk. She wondered if she could manage to keep her head down and avoid any scenes like the one the previous day. She was used to it – but being a new arrival always made it worse.


She remembered when she had arrived at New Hall. With all the press and public attention, every single person in the prison knew who she was. There was almost a riot the day she got there, so much so she was placed on the medical wing for a week for her own protection.


‘May I join you, ladies?’ a voice said, cutting through her memory. She was glad it did – what came next was when she got shivved in the middle of the night – the scar on her abdomen still throbbed with pain whenever she thought of it. So she didn’t.


She looked up. As did Barnard.


Standing there was the woman who had descended the stairs the previous day, the woman who had seemed to have some power over the others, the woman who had rescued them. She was about fifty, plump, with short curly brunette hair. She looked motherly, with kind eyes and a soft demeanour – someone who seemed very out of place in a prison cafeteria at the crack of dawn.


Barnard gestured to the seat opposite them, but the woman had already started sitting down anyway. ‘I thought I’d try to smooth over some of the misconceptions you must have from yesterday’s little spectacle. Give you a proper welcome.’


Cara stayed silent. There was something about the woman – she was as genteel as a cloud on the surface, but Cara couldn’t help but feel there was thunder inside. She also couldn’t ignore that, around them, the cafeteria had grown a little more subdued, as if everyone else was keeping one eye on proceedings.


‘Some of my girls can get a little overexcited at newcomers,’ the woman smiled, looking from Barnard to Cara. ‘I’m sure you understand.’ Then, a beat. ‘They said you were coming. I didn’t quite believe them. You don’t look like a Butcher.’


‘No, I suppose I don’t,’ Cara said.


The woman reached out her hand, over the table, to Cara. ‘My name is Minnie Marple.’ Cara took her hand. ‘No need to tell me your name, Miss Lockhart.’ She moved her hand over to Barnard. ‘And you are …’


‘Stephanie Barnard,’ Barnard said, her mouth full of Weetabix. She didn’t offer her hand and Minnie just withdrew hers, a look of disappointment, but understanding, flashing on her face for a millisecond. ‘You wouldn’t be the same Marple from the Marple Murders, would you? I’ve read about you.’


Minnie smiled. ‘In the papers, no doubt. You wouldn’t believe how mad the press went over having a murderer called Miss Marple. Well, Mrs Marple at the time, but that didn’t seem to stop them. My old place had a field day too, before I got transferred here, I mean. About two months ago now.’


‘You were transferred too?’ Cara asked.


‘Well, we’re all crooks,’ Minnie said, pushing her bowl away and taking up her mug instead, ‘we all get transferred from somewhere. Especially when this place is younger than my son.’


Cara didn’t quite know how to respond to that. So she said instead, ‘Was there a reason you were transferred? I wasn’t given a reason.’


‘Well, the government does what it wants, don’t it? Too many crooks here, move them somewhere else. But, yeah, I suppose you could say there was a reason. My cellmate tried to kill me, so I hit her over the head with the top of the toilet cistern. Strictly self-defence, you understand. Intended to knock ’er out. But I’d never actually hit anyone over the head with the top of a toilet cistern before, and turned out I did it a little too hard,’ Minnie said, plain as day. ‘So she’s dead now, and I’m here.’


Cara couldn’t help a quick glance at Barnard.


‘Don’t worry,’ Minnie said, laughing, while Cara sized her up. Even though she was much older, if Minnie wanted to, she could overpower Cara about five times over. But the woman still looked awkwardly kind. ‘I’ve calmed down a lot now. Had a lot of anger back then.’


‘You said it was only two months ago,’ Cara said.


Minnie made a pfft sound. ‘Look around Lockhart. The walls. You see any clocks, or timers, or any indication of time passing? No, you won’t. You know why? Because it doesn’t matter. Not here. Time is as useful a concept as freedom at North Fern. Two months ago could be five years, or this morning. The only things we have are breakfast, lunch, tea, and Illumination. That’s all we have to structure ourselves here. Two months. A lifetime. Interchangeable. Especially when you were the first one here.’


‘The first?’ Barnard asked, finishing her Weetabix in a grand swoop of her spoon.


Minnie smiled. ‘Well, North Fern being this grand new venture – stands to reason there had to be someone who was the first one here. It was just me and a guard for a while. This whole unit – just two of us. I was unsupervised a lot of the time, because, well, what could I do? There wasn’t really anything to do. So I walked this place, I learned its secrets, if you will. Places to hide things, places the cameras don’t reach, places to gain the upper hand. And finally, when girls came to join me, I was in the perfect position to, well, assume a role.’


‘A role?’ Cara queried.


‘Yes,’ Minnie replied, ‘a role of … matriarchy, let’s call it.’


‘Ah,’ Barnard said, pushing her tray away, ‘so this is that speech. You’re mother. And you’re here to tell us not to step out of line.’


Minnie chuckled. ‘No, no – you misunderstand. I’m here to extend a courtesy. Anything you need – anything at all – I am here to make these first few days as painless as possible. Now—’


‘This is low, Minnie. Even for you.’ A shout echoed through the room, silencing the last few conversations that were happening.


Cara wheeled around to see a blonde woman strutting towards their table from the small gaggle of women who had accumulated in the centre of the room. A few steps behind her was Moyley, who was standing watching with morbid fascination.


‘Is this really the company you want to keep?’ the woman asked.


‘Liza, this is not the time,’ Minnie snapped, her face shifting into something more serious.


‘I think it’s perfect,’ the blonde woman, Liza, sneered, stopping a few feet away from the table. ‘The Butcher. Here, in the flesh. And you’re sitting down to breakfast with her.’


Cara felt a cold sensation wash over her. She knew it well. Shame.


Liza was continuing, talking to the room now. She stood up on a chair. ‘One thing. Just one thing. We are all prisoners because we’ve broken the law, but some of us have broken more than that. They’ve broken human nature.’


There was a groan of support from the women in the room. They were all joining the group in the centre. The guards were starting to take notice. Most of them stepped forward from the edges of the room. Cara looked around to see Michael nervously advance too.


‘We have one of them right here,’ Liza announced, and pointed to Cara. ‘Miss Cara Lockhart. Little Miss Butcher. From the news. How about it, ladies? Do we want to share our air with scum like her?’


There were murmurs of ‘No,’ from practically all of the women. Moyley screamed it. The guards were getting closer now.


‘We’re all lifers,’ Minnie said, calmly, remaining seated ‘we’re all the punished, we’re all broken. And we are – I’m sorry but we are – all in this together. Liza.’


Liza got down off her chair and advanced towards Minnie. And Minnie finally stood, turning to Liza, with a barely annoyed expression, like one may look at a pesky moth basking in the light of a television set. Minnie was far bigger than Liza, a more menacing presence. It wasn’t much of a showdown. But she tried. ‘She your little pet now? You get horny for Butchers, Minnie?’
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