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Bright, white snow blanketed the streets in every direction as Kevin Yates turned left into New Lane. The sun was only just up, it was early in his shift and his bag was heavy, but he marvelled at how something as simple as snow could make even the most ordinary places look beautiful. Not that he would ever think of this road as ordinary or beautiful after today.

His boots crunched against the snow as he delivered mail to the first few houses.

In his twenty-two years as a postman, he thought he’d seen everything. Working in one of the few professions licensed to trespass on other people’s property, he had witnessed lovers climbing out of windows, naked people making their morning coffee, family fights, fleeing burglars and more people passed out on their lawns than he could count. ‘We glimpse the grim reality behind the façade,’ his first boss had told him all those years ago, ‘and it is our duty to look away and forget what we’ve seen.’ Kevin had always taken pride in living up to this standard, but that was about to change.

Number fifteen was halfway down. He knew someone famous lived there. Well, when you say famous it wasn’t anyone who’d ever achieved anything as far as he could tell. In Kevin’s mind to be famous you needed to be a skilful sportsperson like Gary Lineker or a talented musician like the Gallagher brothers. The woman at number fifteen was just one of those famous-for-being-famous types. As far as he could tell she had a pretty face and a good body and at some point had dated a film star Kevin had never heard of.

The first time he’d seen her in person was when he had knocked with a parcel. She’d answered the door cradling a baby, which had surprised him because the fact she had a kid had never been mentioned in the papers. After that, she would wave when she saw him and call out a cheery hello – he had to admit he’d bragged about that in the pub.

As Kevin approached the house, the child was waddling down the path with both podgy arms held out for balance. The smile that touched his lips left pretty swiftly when he clocked that the kid was wearing only a nappy. As a father of four, Kevin felt a wave of disgust and increased his pace. It was minus degrees out here. What was the woman thinking?

The curtains of number thirteen twitched as he passed.

At the gate Kevin’s cold breath caught in his throat as he stopped to take in the scene. He would wonder later how long it might have taken him to spot the truth of things without the snow. It created the perfect canvas: a bright white backdrop for those little red footprints. Footprints that tracked back to the half-open front door.

Kevin’s eyes followed the route the child had taken with growing horror; the footprints became darker and redder as they neared the front door. He couldn’t see inside from where he stood, the interior was too dark. He focused again on the child, who had begun waddling in his direction.

Placing his post bag on the ground, Kevin removed his coat.

‘Now then, little one,’ he said, scooping up the child and wrapping it tightly inside his coat, ‘let’s get you nice and warm.’

‘Mummy sleeping,’ the child said as it nuzzled into Kevin’s chest.

‘OK, sweetheart. OK.’ He rubbed the toddler’s back as he walked towards the half-open door, treading on fresh snow to avoid the gruesome footprints. Once there, he placed a protective hand on the back of the little one’s head to ensure the child didn’t see inside, then he pushed the door wide with the toe of his boot.




EVERYTHING WAS A CLUE
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Expect the Unexpected Podcast

Season 2, Episode 1: ‘The Fortress’

‘Welcome to the show. I’m Shane Fletcher, ex-police detective and mystery fanatic and this is Expect the Unexpected, the podcast that blows your mind with crimes that beggar belief.

‘Today we have an exclusive. For those of you who haven’t heard of The Fortress, seriously, where have you been, people? It’s the news story of the year. And despite all the press inches and speculation on social media, the police still have no clue why this thing happened or who was responsible. I’m hoping my guest today can help change all of that because she was there.

‘She is a twenty-four-year-old woman who was studying at Leeds University for her PhD when she chose to take part in what was pitched to be the next big thing in reality TV. What happened next is the stuff of nightmares.

‘It is a story of puzzles within a puzzle, one I’m sure you will find fascinating. But we also need your help because, like we always say on Expect the Unexpected, someone, somewhere must know something.

‘Please bear in mind that this is all incredibly fresh and sharing her story may at times be tough for her. So, without further ado, here we go. Bonnie Drake, welcome to the show.’

‘Thank you. I’d like to say it’s great to be here but …’

‘Who wants to be a guest on a podcast called Expect the Unexpected? Not one for the life goals, hey? But here you are, and I for one am delighted about it. To date you have refused to speak to anyone so perhaps we could start with why you chose to share your story with me today.’

‘To be honest I agonized over it for a long time. I don’t want to … glamorize any of it. I’ve not really spoken to anybody about the details, well, other than the police. But progress is really slow. There don’t seem to be any answers coming and I need them. So when you contacted me, and I read about how your podcast had helped to solve all those other cases, I saw an opportunity to do something productive.’

‘Well, all of us here at Expect the Unexpected want to help you find answers and hopefully some closure. I’m confident we can shed some light on this with your help. The world deserves to know the truth. We’ve done some research that I’d like to get your take on, but first can I ask you what I ask all my guests: how did this start for you? When did you first hear of The Fortress?’

‘Right, OK. I don’t think I was aware of it at all until my sister mentioned it. There was a lot going on at the start of the year – we’d just lost our mum – and I wasn’t using social media so I missed all the hype. It wasn’t until she started talking about this new show they were recruiting for on Channel Five that I knew anything about it.’

‘Are you and your sister fans of reality TV?’

‘Clara is but I’m not really. I don’t mind watching the odd one but I’m more of a documentaries and drama person.’

‘So how on earth did you end up on the show?’

‘That was down to Clara. Her heart was in the right place, but there’s no way I’d have gone anywhere near reality TV without her.’

‘She must feel awful.’

‘She had no way of knowing what would happen.’

‘For anyone listening who doesn’t know what happened, we will be going into all the details in the next hour. And if what Bonnie is telling us is true, it’s an unbelievably elaborate set-up.’

‘It is true. Everything I’ve said is true.’

‘I didn’t mean to suggest—’

‘Look, the whole thing was awful, horrifying. No one would have believed what happened to us was possible. But it did happen to us. To me. I wasn’t even supposed to be there and now I’ll never escape that place.’
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Three Months Earlier

Clara Drake tried to check out her competition without lifting her head from her phone too much. She moved her eyes to the limits of their sockets to take in the anorak-wearing middle-aged man who had a dirty canvas bag leaning against his leg from which he had taken a crumpled magazine. A few seats along from him was a suited man, probably in his early twenties like her, who stared directly ahead as he silently moved his lips as if reciting some secret tactics. Then there was the only other woman she could see, a Chinese girl who looked young enough to be a teenager but whom Clara expected was probably older from her neat, knee-length skirt and polished flats. Clara glanced at her own battered Converse trainers. Maybe she should have worn something smarter – this was an interview of sorts. Would it matter? Would they be looking at things like that?

The TV on the wall opposite displayed the logo of the brand new reality TV show that had been all over social media for months.

THE FORTRESS

Are you smart enough to unlock its secrets?

CAN YOU GET OUT

Clara had completed a few escape rooms over the years and loved them. She wasn’t as good at the puzzles as her sister Bonnie, but then she had never been as good at anything as Bonnie, apparently. Her nickname growing up had been Scatty-cat and she had been proud of it; it had sounded so affectionate when her mum and grandpa used it. That was until Bonnie pointed out it was because they all thought she was scatterbrained. After which it had become less of a term of affection and more of an irritation.

‘Goodly morning, folks!’ The man with the clipboard appeared from behind Clara and took his place under the TV screen. ‘Eyes up, look in. That’s better. How are you all today? Ready to solve some puzzles?’ Before any of the people sitting before him had a chance to speak, he started reading from his paperwork. ‘You will each enter your own room along this corridor at the same time. Each door will lock behind you and can only be re-opened with a four-digit key code. The first person to unlock their door and exit will join us on The Fortress.’ He paused and looked at the group as if expecting a gasp or wow. ‘Please hand in your signed forms to me before selecting a door to stand in front of. They’re all the same inside, folks, so no need to fight.’

There had been a good few hurdles to cross before this one. First she’d had to complete an application form that asked her to list five talents and five flaws, and then solve a puzzle about how she would escape a cellar with a locked door and only one window that was out of reach. She’d thought her answer about using the sink and washing machine to flood the room so she could swim up to the window was a little ridiculous, especially as she couldn’t swim, but somehow her crazy solution took her through to the next round. That was the moment she realized she might really be able to do this. Perhaps she wasn’t the stupid, useless sister after all. Maybe she could be the one to save them.

Clara unconsciously played with her mum’s ring on her third finger.

After that she’d had to send in a two-minute video on Why I think I’m smart enough to unlock the fortress. Then she’d finally been invited here, presumably to prove it.

Clara handed her signed disclaimer form to the cheesy TV guy. Somewhere in her gut she felt a tingle of excitement – or was it fear? She had to be the first one out. She needed to focus and think fast. She saw the applicant in the suit yawn and felt a little more confident.

It was not a plush hotel. The carpet beneath her feet was a strange orangey brown and the door handles were square and old-fashioned. It was a new production company and this show for Channel 5 was their first commission. It was pretty low budget she sensed but the £100k prize money was healthy enough.

‘Ladies and gents, are you ready?’ Mr Cheesy held his iPhone in front of him, his thumb hovering over the screen. Between Clara and him were the other contestants, all looking as tense as she felt. ‘Three, two, one … ENTER!’

Clara opened her door and stepped inside. The room was completely empty. There were no tables or chairs, no curtains or blinds, no pictures with naff motivational phrases on the walls, no water glasses or water, no pens or paper. Nothing. Clara half turned to check if this was right as her door clicked closed behind her. There was no handle on this side, only a punch code lock with the numbers zero to nine.

Think fast and find the clues, she thought to herself as she took a short walk around the small space. The carpet in here was mottled grey and she could see a few bits of old Blu Tack on the walls but that was it. She walked to the window and breathed heavily over its surface a few times in the hope it might reveal the numbers, but it didn’t. She ran her hands across each wall then stood in each corner to look closely along their surfaces before getting down on her knees and checking the carpet. She felt the panic rising. She needed four numbers. Quick. But there was nothing here. No clues, no instructions and nothing to count.

She paused and took a moment. Or maybe there was. There were four walls, one window, one ceiling, one floor. She tried 4-1-1-1, then 1-4-1-1, 1-1-4-1 and finally 1-1-1-4 but the door stayed locked.

Can you get out, she heard in her head. It was the slogan used over and over for The Fortress. ‘Clearly not,’ she said to the empty room as she spun on the spot and willed her brain to see.

She tried to count the remnants of Blu Tack that were randomly scattered over two of the walls, but they presented no pattern or code that she could see. They looked like they had genuinely been left behind by previous occupants. There were four panes of glass in the window, six spotlights above her. How the hell was she supposed to work this out? She was going to fail. Someone else might already be out. Then what would they do? The bank would take the house and she and Bonnie would be homeless.

Don’t panic, think!

She expected Bonnie would have worked it out by now. If she was here she’d be explaining it to Clara as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. Bonnie didn’t mean to sound patronizing, she wasn’t mean that way, but she couldn’t always hide her frustration when her little sister wasn’t keeping up.

Why did I come here? Why am I trying to do something Bonnie should be doing? It was foolish. I’m foolish. Scatty, Scatty-cat.

Clara stopped moving, closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. What would Mum say?

You’re just as smart as her. Take your time. Think it through. You can do this.

When she opened her eyes she felt calmer. She was being too literal, she felt sure. The secret to getting out of here was not about this room, it was about the show. This was the final selection event. If you cracked this, you were in. She thought of all the Instagram posts she had studied as she obsessed about winning a slot. They showed puzzles, ciphers and codes. So perhaps the answer was a code or a cipher.

She thought about the show’s pitch. The Fortress: are you smart enough to unlock its secrets? Can you get out. It had always struck her as odd that this final phrase had no question mark. It was either a sign that the show was unprofessional and sloppy, or that the people designing it were a bit slow. But what if there was no question mark on purpose, because it was a clue?

Four words, all with three letters. It was worth a shot.

Clara took two steps to the door and typed in four digits.

3-3-3-3.
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Bonnie walked into the kitchen to find Clara already up and sitting at the table. Her sister was a big one for lie-ins on a weekend, so this was out of character.

‘Morning, Scatty-catty.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

Bonnie switched on the kettle and reached for two mugs. Why had she said that? It was Mum’s pet name for Clara, not hers. She might have known it would upset her sister. Bonnie yawned and put it down to tiredness. If she was honest it was tricky knowing what to say for the best these days. In the months since they’d lost Mum she felt they had also lost the ability to communicate with each other without causing offence.

As Bonnie passed Clara one of the mugs of tea she noted the envelope on the table with its bold, red letters instructing them, DO NOT IGNORE.

‘Another one?’ she said. When Clara didn’t answer, Bonnie sat and cradled her mug in her hands. ‘How’s your leg today?’

‘Still in plaster.’

Clara had come off her bike on her way to work the day before and broken her tibia in two places.

‘Did you manage to sleep?’

‘A bit.’

‘Any pain?’

Clara pulled a face which told Bonnie, yes of course.

‘Are you going to call the production company this morning?’

Clara was staring at the envelope.

‘You can’t do it now. They won’t let you.’

‘I worked so hard to win that place.’

‘I know, but you probably wouldn’t have won anyway.’

‘Why? Because I’m not clever enough?’

‘It’ll be about who’s most popular or who makes the best TV.’

‘And you don’t think that could be me.’

Bonnie knew this version of Clara well. If things didn’t go to plan, she’d get a downer on herself and assume the world was against her. Mum was always good at pulling her back to reality, but Bonnie had no clue how she used to do it. She should have paid more attention.

Sipping her tea, she tried not to look at all the reminders around them: Mum’s favourite mug still hanging on the mug tree, her apron on the back of the door, a note pinned to the fridge saying she loved them both to the moon and back. Everything was duller and less important now, as if the volume had been turned down on life. She ate and drank simply to stay alive. She interacted with others only to be polite. But she didn’t want any of this. It was too hard.

Bonnie turned over the envelope so she could no longer see the screaming red typeface.

‘You could go in my place.’

Bonnie blinked at Clara a couple of times, her mind still dreaming of flying away to some simpler, happier version of life.

‘I’ve been thinking about it all night and I think you could pull it off.’

‘Good God, no.’

‘Come on, Bonnie. This could be our way out. And you’ll be brilliant at it, you know you will. You were always better at puzzles and stuff. You solved the last two escape rooms we did pretty much by yourself.’

This wasn’t strictly true, but still Bonnie couldn’t help the pride she always felt when her baby sister admitted to admiring her.

Clara picked up the envelope. ‘What if we lose the house? Where will we live? That’s not what Mum would have wanted. She’d have wanted us to fight.’

Bonnie felt anger bubble inside her. Clara couldn’t speak for Mum. If anything, Bonnie was the one closest to her. As the eldest she’d always had a special relationship with her. They could communicate with one glance, especially when Clara was being dramatic, which was often.

‘Bonnie, pleeeease?’ Clara let the last word drag out long and whispered.

See?

‘No. It would be awful.’ What she really meant was, I’d be awful. People would hate me and I’d either make an idiot of myself or be voted off in the first week.

‘So what if it is. If you win £100k, all our problems are over.’

‘They’ll know it isn’t you. They’ve met you and have those interview videos you made.’ They’d obviously liked her, which was no surprise. Clara came over as incredibly bubbly and fun when she put her mind to it.

‘People are always mistaking us. It happened last week. Terry in the newsagents asked me if I could read his mind yet.’

‘That’s different. Terry’s old and his eyes are bad. These people specialize in images. They’d spot a fraud a mile off.’

‘So they spot it and throw you off. Nothing lost. At least we tried.’

‘I’m not doing it.’

‘Why? Because you’re scared or because you don’t care what happens to us?’

The bitterness in Clara’s tone stunned Bonnie for a second. She might be a drama queen, but this was new.

‘Clara, of course I—’

‘Prove it, then! Prove it.’ Clara tried to stand but stumbled. When Bonnie moved to help her Clara waved her away. ‘If you’re not going to help, leave me alone.’

Bonnie clenched her jaw. ‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘It’s just a TV show.’

‘It’s not. It’s my reputation. I want to have a serious career—’

‘You’d be going as me. As me! It would be my reputation, you jumped-up, precious cowbag. Forget it, OK, just forget it. It’s not like I’ve been working on it for the last two months. It’s not like I was doing all that for us or anything. I was just doing it because …’ Clara threw her arms in the air. ‘Oh, I don’t know, because I’m a fame-hungry, vacuous something or other. I’m sure you’ll fill in the blanks.’

‘Calm down.’ Bonnie knew the rage inside Clara was nothing to do with her, or even this conversation, but still she could feel her face beginning to flush.

‘You’re always so selfish. Why am I surprised? When I need you the most, you are never, ever there.’

‘Why bother asking me, then?’ Bonnie knew she shouldn’t bite but it was too late. The anger now burned hot on her neck.

‘Because I’m desperate, OK? Because no one else looks like me, so no one else can take my place and because I was doing the whole bloody thing for us, for you!’

‘Don’t make me laugh. You just wanted to be on the telly.’

‘Oh, you are such a bitch!’

‘I’m a bitch? Have you heard yourself? And for that matter I’m not selfish, I live in the real world and have more important things to do.’

‘Oh, please, don’t give me the “my PhD is so important” crap again. I’m sick of you lording that over me. It never impressed Mum, anyway.’

Bonnie opened her mouth to answer but knew she would cry if she did, so she left the room, slamming the door behind her as best she could, considering it had expanded so much that it didn’t fit in the door frame any more. Mum had said year after year she’d get it fixed, and now she never would.

The arguments were wearing Bonnie out. Despite their mum’s best efforts, she and Clara had bickered ever since they were little. ‘You’ll be each other’s best friend one day,’ Mum would say, but Bonnie was never sure if this was what she really believed or simply wishful thinking. Lately it seemed like they couldn’t even talk without it descending into a row.

Bonnie stood looking out to the street from her bedroom window as she tried to calm down. She wanted to get away from Clara, the atmosphere, the house. Mum would hate to see this, especially as the source of all their worries was the fact she had not taken out enough life insurance and spent all her savings on the many and varied alternative cancer treatments she could get her hands on. For months they had all eaten their body weight in organic kale and beetroot and every dish was smothered in turmeric. Mum ate so much of the stuff it stained her fingertips a deep golden colour. Now, with her gone, the two of them were alone and unable to keep up the mortgage payments. The bank had given them three months to pay up or sell. Bonnie had been angry at first about the life insurance, but her mum was not a detail person and had simply not thought to check. And who could blame her when she had more important things to worry about? As for the savings, Bonnie figured it was Mum’s money and Mum’s life. Truth be told, all three of them had been in denial. They never really believed Mum would die. She was fighting and even improving in the final months. It was all so sudden, there was no time to prepare.

The trouble was, Mum loved this house so much. Bonnie and Clara’s grandfather had bought it for her when she was a struggling single mum and all she could afford was an inner-city flat with no garden. ‘That’s no place to raise my granddaughters,’ he had told her. Mum once confided in Bonnie that she had no idea how he’d afforded it – he wasn’t a wealthy man and she suspected he’d used his life savings to pay the deposit and a good chunk of his pension to fund the mortgage. He refused to take a penny from Mum until she had secured a decent job.

‘It’s our safe place,’ Mum used to say when they cuddled up with her on the sofa as kids.

When Bonnie had suggested a few weeks earlier that it might be best to sell, Clara had been devastated. It’s Mum’s home, she’d insisted. All our memories are here; she died here. How can you sell that?

It wasn’t like Bonnie wasn’t trying. She had applied for a whole load of jobs to earn enough money to stay there. But apparently she was overqualified for the office job in the local accountancy firm and not qualified enough for the lecturing job at her university. Then there were the half dozen emails that had arrived thanking her for her interest but saying the standard of applicants had been particularly high. She could get a job at a bar, or on the tills of the local Tesco, but the salary would only just cover the mortgage, leaving her near to nothing to live on. And now they were almost out of time.

They could not keep this place without some kind of financial windfall and, with no other family to speak of, the chance of that coming from anywhere soon was zero. To give her sister credit, Clara had worked hard to win a place on this thing and come closer to saving them than Bonnie had.

This couldn’t be their only option, though, could it? Reality TV. The thought of it made her feel a little sick.

‘Bonnie?’

Clara was on the other side of Bonnie’s bedroom door, her voice light and sweet. Bonnie knew what was coming now. Her sister was a master manipulator, always had been. Over the years, Bonnie had watched as Clara wrapped their mum around her little finger, not to mention the many babysitters and the odd ‘uncle’ Mum had brought home. Clara knew how to work people, which was ironic considering Bonnie was the one studying psychology. Because I need all the help I can get, she thought, not for the first time.

Bonnie imagined her sister was sitting on the landing floor with one palm pressed flat to the door. Even though no one could see her, Clara would still go all out for the emotive image. She’d be a TV producer’s dream.

Bonnie looked up to the blue sky. It was midsummer and the day was bright. It was up to her to take care of Clara now.

Clara had always needed Mum more than Bonnie had. Bonnie was often happiest on her own but Clara craved constant support and reassurance, because she was one of life’s worriers. This was why Mum had always had a ready hand for Clara to hold, a hug to envelop her in, or a cuppa and a chat to calm her down.

Was it true that Bonnie had never been there for Clara when she’d needed her? She hoped not. She hoped it was the anger talking because she didn’t want to look back and really analyse things in case she was found to be wanting.

A truth that Bonnie had thus far refused to acknowledge settled in her mind: losing this place would hurt Clara so much more than it would hurt her.

And maybe a break from each other was not such a bad idea. She would certainly find it a relief to be away from all the reminders for a while.

Bonnie opened the door and Clara fell into the room from her position on the floor. Her newly cast broken leg was stretched out flat across the landing. She tried to lift herself up and was in obvious pain. Bonnie helped her back downstairs and on to the sofa before giving her some painkillers and sitting alongside her.

‘OK, tell me more about it.’

‘You’ll do it?’ Clara’s damp eyes were full of hope.

‘Maybe, if it’s possible, yes.’

Clara took hold of Bonnie’s hand and squeezed it so hard it almost hurt.

‘I love you, sis.’

Bonnie swallowed back her own tears and nodded. ‘I love you too.’
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The Director

Even though the place was empty of any living presence but his own, it was never entirely silent. The structure creaked and groaned as if trying to communicate its secrets to anyone capable of deciphering them. The salty smell filled his nostrils, making him feel calm and at home. It made sense that he come here alone one last time to check everything was right before the whole spectacle began.

He turned the lighting throughout to its dimmest setting, enjoying the challenge of using all his senses to navigate his way around. He let his hand brush along the brick wall, feeling the slight, ever-present dampness as he checked each camera was positioned correctly. It had been a mammoth effort to get everything ready on time but the weeks of long hours had been worth it. It was sublime. A physical manifestation of his imagination. He had wanted something visually captivating and out of the ordinary to house what he knew in his core could be the greatest puzzle ever designed. It wasn’t just that the various codes and tests were so clever, it was the whole illusion of it. A place that looks like a hotel but is in fact a locked box.

As he checked every room, he imagined the notoriety that would come afterwards. It would be his final ‘F.U.’ to anyone who’d ever written him off, to all the agents who had ignored his appeals for representation, to all the producers who had said his ideas weren’t good enough. The excitement was palpable, he could almost taste it. He had heard it called ‘wire in the blood’ – the feeling of adrenaline coursing through your body. He hoped he’d done enough to recreate that sensation for the people who would arrive here soon; that they would feel more alive than they ever had as they rode the rollercoaster of fear and elation.

He opened the app on his phone and tested each lock in turn.

When he was a child his mother had won Puzzle Me This, a Channel 5 rival to The Crystal Maze. It was no doubt the reason he had wanted a job in TV. But now, in the days of Survivor and The Hunted, it wasn’t enough to watch people playing fun games in teams. There needed to be more peril. More drama. More danger.

Without a doubt he was going to deliver on the danger front.
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Bonnie sat in the boat with her suitcase resting against her legs. The sea air filled her head with memories of walks on the beach and ice creams. Their mum had loved the seaside and they had made frequent trips to Filey and Scarborough in their childhood. Her mum had been such a ball of energy, it was hard to imagine how they were going to exist without her. Everything had taken on a dullness. Food was tasteless, fun was redundant and even the sun above her now seemed less bright.

She watched the others selecting where to sit and chattering excitedly about what was to come. Bonnie smiled at a few of them and said hello but avoided holding eye contact. She wasn’t ready to make friends just yet. She was still in shock at having agreed to take Clara’s place.

‘Grant Withenshaw, University Challenge winner and all round smart arse. Nice to meet you.’

Bonnie looked at the outstretched hand. The man who owned it was the kind of blond-haired, blue-eyed rugby player she imagined filling the halls of many a public school. His grin was wide and his cheeks flushed from the sea air but his eyes stared at her with more than a greeting. He was already trying to suss her out.

‘Hi, Bon … err, Clara,’ she said, feeling the embarrassment creep up her neck as she shook his hand.

‘What’s your story then, Bon-Clara?’

‘It’s just Clara, I was going to say … bonjour.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t know why.’

‘Whatever.’ Grant shrugged and moved closer, invading her space. ‘What’s your story, I asked?’

‘I don’t really have one.’

‘Everyone has one. See that cowboy kid there.’ Grant pointed at a slim, mousy-haired guy in a lumberjack shirt and Timberland boots. ‘Calls himself Jacko. I mean what’s that about? If your name’s Jack just call yourself Jack, man.’ He laughed loudly then pointed straight at the lady opposite. ‘And Maria there reckons she was some chess champion as a kid, but I think it’s more likely she was a cake-eating champion. Isn’t that right, Maz?’

Bonnie cringed and was about to say how inappropriate that was when Maria spoke.

‘Having the smartest mouth doesn’t make you the smartest mind, you know.’ Maria smiled at Grant but Bonnie detected a twitch that suggested this was not the first time she’d batted off such a hurtful comment.

‘Hi, I’m Clara,’ Bonnie said to Maria, realizing that taking on her sister’s name was going to be much weirder than she’d imagined.

‘I saw you on the train and wondered if you were one of us.’

Bonnie felt embarrassed knowing Maria must have spotted the book she had been reading. It was a GCHQ guide to codes and codebreaking, which wouldn’t be so bad were it not intended for kids. Clara had bought it for her off Amazon as a joke. But it didn’t seem so funny any more. How the hell would she hold her own with chess champions and University Challenge winners, never mind beat them to the prize?

Grant had moved away to interrogate the latest person to climb aboard; a girl more suited to Love Island than an escape room challenge. She wore denim shorts and a crop top under her lemon-yellow raincoat, and had a long black plait emerging from the very top of her head.

‘This is all very odd, don’t you think?’ Bonnie said to Maria. ‘I was expecting someone from the production company to meet us.’ The instructions Clara had passed on simply said to arrive at Gunwharf Marina in Portsmouth Harbour for midday on 5 September and look out for the Fortress logo. Bonnie had found it on the end of a long pole in front of this boat. A member of the crew had then scanned her unique QR code and told her to find a seat as they’d be setting off in twenty minutes.

‘I expect they’ll be waiting for us there.’

‘And where is there, do you know? I couldn’t find any details.’

‘Because there weren’t any. It’s the first secret, I suppose. All very exciting.’ Maria’s chuckle was that of a life-long geek. The kind of girl people at school flocked around when it came to homework help but ignored when it came to any social activities. She was probably in her late thirties but the soft slip-on shoes and beige slacks she wore would have been more at home on an old lady. Her jumper was baggy, which no doubt emphasized her larger figure, and her curly hair had been left untamed in a halo of frizz. Bonnie could see Maria’s features were delicate and her eyes kind. If she made an effort … Bonnie stopped herself. How shallow and judgemental was that? Good for Maria if she didn’t feel the need to conform to some social beauty standard. If she was a brainbox that was surely enough.

Grant’s loud booming laugh made Bonnie look over. He was flirting with the young woman who was dressed like a contestant on Love Island. She clearly couldn’t be that funny because Jacko the cowboy and the older man sitting near by were both looking a little bemused.

Bonnie watched the final contestants walk along the jetty to the boat and have their QR codes scanned before climbing aboard. The first was a red-haired man in a Superdry hoodie, followed shortly after by an intimidating-looking woman with multiple piercings in her nose, ears and tongue. She sat next to Maria and briefly met Bonnie’s gaze with an expression of, What?, before taking out her phone and studying it. The woman wore black Doc Marten boots with her jeans rolled up above them. Her dark hair was plaited in two neat rows on either side of her head and she had multiple necklaces hanging over an impressive cleavage. Bonnie wondered what kind of bra you needed to wear to make your boobs look that good in a T-shirt. Hers always appeared kind of squidgy and round like half-deflated balloons. She felt self-conscious about the black eyeliner she had applied in an attempt to be more like Clara. It had taken her three attempts to get it right. She had also left her hair loose to match her sister. Bonnie was a throw-it-into-a-ponytail type of person, but she had to embrace her more glamorous side if she stood any chance of pulling off a convincing impression.

By the time they set sail there were eight of them all straining to see where they might be going. Bonnie wondered if the boat trip was something of a ruse to keep the filming location under wraps. They would sail down the coast for a short while then get dropped off somewhere to meet the production team. She imagined a large warehouse or an isolated TV set with multiple buildings, including some depressing-looking dormitory they’d all have to share.

That theory was soon debunked when, instead of sailing left or right along the coast, they headed straight out to sea. Bonnie took a deep breath. This was worse than she had feared.

There were a fair few boats around them, including a large car ferry, presumably on its way to France. She hadn’t been told to bring her passport so they couldn’t be going too far, plus this was a pretty small boat with no indoor space apart from the cab where the driver sat. The thing bounced and rolled as it moved and Bonnie focused on taking regular deep breaths to avoid any seasickness. That would be far too embarrassing with all these new people.

Most of the group were chatting and pointing out landmarks along the coast, but Bonnie, Maria and Doc Martens sat in silence, Doc Martens still studying her phone.

The nerves came on even stronger when they continued past the pleasure boats and into the darker water. Behind them, Portsmouth looked smaller and smaller and even the Spinnaker Tower began shrinking into the distance.

Maria pointed over Bonnie’s shoulder and shouted, ‘Isle of Wight.’

Bonnie twisted in her seat to look, hoping that’s where they were going, but they moved no closer to it, continuing straight ahead and out to sea.

Maria sat sideways on the bench seat, leaning out over the opposite side of the boat. Her hair rose and fell with the wind and Bonnie could only imagine how hard it was going to be to brush through all those curls after this. Doc Martens glanced up and around with a deep frown then went back to her phone. Bonnie knew she should probably say hello and introduce herself but she was too concerned about where they were heading to do so.

Maria started to bounce up and down and make little squealing noises.

Bonnie leaned back in her seat to look past the cab of the boat and see what she’d seen.

What the hell?

The enormous cylinder rising from the waves was like nothing she had ever seen, a behemoth of algae-covered concrete topped with a ring of stone that towered high above them. Thin windows were spaced equally around the upper circumference making it look like part of an ancient castle – a fortress.

‘What is that?’ she asked.

‘A Solent sea fort. There are four of them,’ shouted Maria over the noise of the boat engine. ‘Built in the war to defend attacks from the sea. It’s perfect. There will literally be no escape!’

Bonnie faked a smile in response as she looked up at the thing. She had hoped for somewhere she could simply pack a bag and walk away from if she found the whole thing too ridiculous or humiliating.

Crap, crap, crappity, crap, she thought, realizing the only choice she had now was to play the stupid thing.
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The boat moored on the far side of the fort next to a wide-framed scaffold that rose up to a doorway in the upper stone section. Above the door, on the rooftop level, sat a curved glass building shaped like a ship’s stern and topped with a red and white lighthouse. A large sign had been strung across the scaffold, red letters on a black background, announcing, THE FORTRESS. The structure looked even more robust close up. It reminded Bonnie of the large gas storage cylinder they used to pass on the motorway when Mum took her and Clara to visit their grandfather as kids.

To reach the doorway they were told to take turns climbing a thin metal ladder and then zigzagging up the metal staircase. After climbing the ladder they would need to reach back to grab their suitcase from the person below. Love Island Girl kicked up a fuss at this point.

‘Is there not another way in?’ she asked the crew. ‘I can’t climb that.’

Bonnie could understand her concern. The water was choppy and the ladder looked wet and rusted in parts. The female crew member who had scanned their QR codes at the marina smiled and told them this was where their challenges began. And so the group did as they were instructed.

Bonnie was the last to climb.

‘You go, I’ll pass your case,’ said the female crew member.

Bonnie wrapped her hands around the cold metal rung above her and began to climb. A gust of wind pasted her hair across her face and she let go with one hand to brush it away, only for a second gust to blow her whole body to the side. She gripped tighter to the ladder with her left hand, the metal feeling slick and slippy under her skin. Good lord, this is awful. Quickly pushing her hair behind her ear, she grabbed hold again with her right hand and climbed up to where her fellow contestants sounded like a gaggle of excited geese. She thanked the crew member for passing her case up, expecting the woman to follow her, but she didn’t. She gave a quick smile and a half wave before untying the boat and using one leg to push it away from the wall.

Bye, then, thought Bonnie, watching her only means of escape sail away.

‘They were built in the late 1800s as a defence against Napoleon, you know?’ Maria looked far too excited. ‘They had to make them out of iron and concrete because granite wasn’t strong enough to withstand the waves but it took so long to do it that the threat from France was over. Cost a fortune as well.’

‘I bet,’ said Bonnie, trying to look interested. She sensed Maria needed a friend.

‘Are we going in, then?’ said Grant.

‘Don’t we need to wait for someone?’ Love Island Girl looked windswept and her thick mascara had smudged around her left eye.

Grant strode towards the large white double doors and pushed against them. ‘It’s locked.’

‘Of course it is. It’s a fortress,’ said the older guy, who had looked bemused at Love Island Girl and Grant’s conversation on the boat.

The group all chuckled, which clearly irritated Grant. He said something under his breath before looking at the older guy. ‘OK, then, Dennis, why don’t you argue your way in, Mr Lawyer?’

‘Oh, we have a smart alec. That’ll be useful.’ The sarcasm in Dennis’s words had an edge to it. Bonnie guessed the man didn’t suffer fools, which would make this whole experience a trial for him.

‘Don’t argue, they’ll already be filming, I bet.’

You hope, thought Bonnie, watching Love Island Girl scanning the walls for cameras and adjusting her hair.

‘This is so exciting. I love it.’

These people were going to be intolerable and Bonnie could be stuck with them for weeks. Failing early and going home was looking ever more appealing. Sod the prize money.

As the group continued to discuss whether they should find a different way in or wait for someone to greet them, Bonnie watched the woman in the Doc Martens study the area by the door. She felt around the edges of the door frame and then stooped down to look at the large metal doorknob, twisting it one way and then the other. After a while she stepped back to look up at the wall and then she looked down at her feet for a long moment.

‘Hey, everyone,’ said the woman. ‘HEY!’

The group stopped talking and turned to face her.

‘There’s a pressure pad here under my foot. This has got to be how we open the door.’

‘Let’s see.’ Grant strode over and crouched by her feet. ‘There’s another over there,’ he said, moving a few steps away and standing on it.

‘And one here,’ said Maria, who walked to stand a little to Doc Martens’s left.

Bonnie looked around where she stood for another of the round black discs.

‘I bet there’s eight of them,’ said Doc Martens. ‘One each.’

Love Island Girl and the lawyer called Dennis also found a disc each near to where they stood, leaving just Bonnie, the red-haired guy and the cowboy called Jacko still searching. When she could find nothing in the immediate area she began moving along the thin corridor that stretched away from their mooring point and around the fort’s perimeter. She tried not to look over the side. All that separated her from the sea below was a set of thin white railings and a great height. She focused instead on the floor ahead.

‘Have you found yours?’ shouted someone.

Why is mine one of the last? she thought. How come because you were all lucky enough to spot one near you, mine is the missing one? Like I’m letting the group down or something. She knew the answer of course: the competition had already begun and she was falling behind.

When she had walked so far along that she couldn’t see the group when she turned back, she returned to find Jacko coming from the opposite direction shaking his head. The red-haired guy still stood where they’d left him looking at his phone.

‘Come on, you lot,’ called Grant. ‘They must be somewhere. Does someone need to help you?’

Bonnie ignored him and moved towards Jacko.

‘There isn’t another one around there,’ she said. ‘I walked way along and there’s nothing.’

‘Same my way,’ said Jacko.

‘Wait,’ said Doc Martens. ‘Ours are all here in front of the door. It doesn’t make sense that the others would be away and separate. Plus we’re all standing in a neat shape, look.’

Bonnie turned to study the group’s formation.

‘It’s a pentagon,’ said Jacko. ‘You’re standing in the shape of a pentagon.’

‘OK’, said Maria, ‘and this whole thing is a cylinder, so is the key to unlocking the door to do with shapes? The door isn’t unlocked yet, is it, Jaide?’

Doc Martens tried to reach the door handle but she couldn’t. She looked at Bonnie and Jacko. ‘Go on then, you can move.’

Bonnie glanced at the redhead, who still stared at his phone, then she walked to the large metal doorknob and tried to turn it, but there was no give. She and Jacko tried pushing against the door but it didn’t budge.

‘There must be a key pad or a screen or something written over there to give us a clue to what to do,’ said Dennis.

Jaide answered, ‘There isn’t. I checked.’

‘Well, that’s ridiculous,’ said Dennis. ‘How can they expect us to get in without a clue?’

‘We found a clue,’ said Maria. ‘The pentagon.’

‘Yes, but we have no idea how to use it,’ Dennis replied.

‘That’s kind of the point of the game,’ said Jacko under his breath. He glanced Bonnie’s way and smiled. ‘Jacko, hi.’

‘Clara, nice to meet you. Do you think the fact we don’t have a spot to stand on means we’re already out?’

‘Nah, it just means we’re in control right now. None of them can move. Let’s keep it that way for a while.’ He winked and Bonnie smiled.

‘There is absolutely no signal here,’ said the red-haired guy in a soft Geordie accent. He looked around the group as if seeing them all for the first time. ‘What’s going on?’

Everyone began talking at once and the noise became a little unbearable. It was going to be an awful show to watch if they carried on like this. Bonnie walked away from the door and around the outside of the standing group, trying to memorize the various names. Dennis was the older guy and Grant had said he was a lawyer. Maria had called the woman wearing the Doc Martens Jaide. Jacko was the guy with the checked shirt and she was sure someone had called the red-haired man either Ross or Russ. That left Love Island Girl. The only one with no name yet. Bonnie was about to approach her to ask when Jacko called out.

‘Clara, look here.’

Jacko stood staring up at the arch over the doorway.

‘What am I looking at?’ she said on joining him.

‘There is another shape you can make from five equidistant points, right?’ He pointed at a small wooden object attached to the ceiling.

‘A star. A five-pointed star.’

‘What’s going on?’ said Grant. ‘Stop whispering.’

‘We’re not, we’re just conferring. Jacko’s solved it, I think. If he’s right you’re standing at the points of a star and there’s some kind of button up here with a star on it.’

‘We need a pole or something,’ said Jacko.

‘Just lift her up,’ said Grant.

‘I could?’ Jacko looked at Bonnie and then up at the button.

‘Or you could use that,’ said Maria, pointing to a long broom lying on the ground.

‘It’s a star because we’re going to become stars,’ said Love Island Girl.

Bonnie exchanged a look with Jacko, who smiled before fetching the brush.

‘Go ahead,’ he said, handing it to her.

‘No, it’s your victory.’

‘I insist, please. Then if I’m wrong you can take the blame.’

Bonnie shook her head a little but took the broom and reached up to push its end against the small wooden star. It depressed a little with a small clicking sound and then the double door swung wide in one smooth motion.

‘We are going to smash this,’ said Grant, barging past them.

‘What did you do?’ said Jaide to him as she also passed by.

Love Island Girl had come to stand next to Bonnie in the doorway.

‘Hi, I’m Clara.’

‘Charlie. Wow! Look at this place.’

The inside was totally at odds with the industrial exterior. The wide entrance hall they walked into had a huge Union flag covering one wall and two doorways leading left and right into curved rooms with highly polished wooden floors that stretched away from them in both directions. Ahead, another door opened on to an internal courtyard. Through the glass doorway Bonnie could see a central oval surrounded by iron railings, with steps down to the lower level and a set of iron stairs climbing up to the roof, presumably providing access to the glass building she had seen from the boat.

Bonnie and Charlie followed the rest of the group, who had turned left and walked under a red brick arch with the sign OFFICERS’ MESS above it. The vaulted curves of the red brick ceiling reached down to encase floor-level arched windows and open fireplaces with stone surrounds. Two round tables, each with eight plush leather dining chairs, sat in each of the two window arches. Above one fireplace was a polished propellor from the front of an old-fashioned aircraft and against the opposite wall stood a line of six silver ice buckets on tall stands.

Charlie paused under one of the many cameras mounted on the walls. It had a small green light on and a long, foam-covered microphone attached to the top. ‘How cool is this?’ She faced it head-on. ‘Hi, I’m Charlie, age twenty, and I am going to win this. You know why? I want it more than anyone else here.’

Because that’s what it takes to win, wanting it most, thought Bonnie, but she smiled when Charlie looked at her for approval.

‘Your turn.’

‘No thanks,’ said Bonnie, walking swiftly away.

Charlie caught up, laughing. ‘You know you’re already on camera? Anything you say or do can end up making the edit.’ Charlie took Bonnie’s hand and gave it a squeeze before dragging her along to explore. Something about her enthusiasm reminded Bonnie of Clara and she wondered how her sister was feeling having been left at home. She recalled how excited Clara had been when she had told Bonnie she’d won a place. ‘Don’t look so surprised,’ Clara had said, then she had laughed and skipped away to call her closest friends and tell them the news. It had been the first time Bonnie had heard Clara laugh since Mum had died.
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