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THE SCRUBS
James Jeter, the notorious serial killer with a sixth sense, holds court inside London's Wormwood Scrubs Prison. He's the focus of the "North Wing Project." Under the influence of a hallucinogen, Jeter can create an alternative world known as "The Rift" containing the souls of his victims.
Pardons are on offer to inmates who'll enter The Rift. Michael Keeler has nothing to lose and little to live for. He's sent into The Rift to learn the identity of Jeter's last victim.
It's a mission where the guilty can be redeemed, but at a price...
Author’s Note
Wormwood Scrubs is the actual name of a functioning prison located in London, which is known affectionately as The Scrubs. The Wormwood Scrubs described in this story is wholly fictional.
What They Are Saying About The Scrubs :
“The Scrubs is one merciless piece of work."
— Gary A. Braunbeck, author of Coffin Country
“The Scrubs...it's a journey to a Twilight Zone of our time."
— Mort Castle, author of The Stranger
“Lean, mean fear machine - The Scrubs is gruesomely inventive entertainment.”
— Simon Clark, author of This Rage of echoes
“This is, simply put, an incredible novella."
— Michael Arnzen, author of Bitchfight and Play Dead
“The Scrubs is a superb, fast-paced journey through the hell of incarceration...and way, way beyond.”
— Tim Lebbon, author of Dawn
“If you are looking for a quick read that is sure to leave you breathless until the final page is turned, you cannot do any better than The Scrubs.”
— Horrorworld
"This is a fascinating, disturbing journey.”
— Dark Discoveries Magazine
"A surreal horror trip.”
— Horror Fiction Review
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Chapter One
The North Wing
The steel mesh sang with the impact of their boots. It was the only sound to be heard in the cellblock, other than the grumbles of disapproval trickling out from behind brick cell walls. Keeler tried not to listen to his fellow inmates. He knew what they thought of anyone volunteering for the North Wing project. In most of their minds, he wasn’t much better than a squealer. Bollocks to ‘em. If it got him a pardon, what did he care? He was buggered if he was going to rot in the Scrubs until he died. Keeler stopped and waited for the first prison screw to descend the encaged spiral staircase before he followed. The second screw followed Keeler.
The screws didn’t say anything to him. Their opinions weren’t much different from those of the inmates. It probably had a lot to do with them knowing as much about the North Wing project as general population. Only a select few knew anything about what went on there. Even as a volunteer, Keeler didn’t have a clue for what he’d signed on for, but in a few minutes, he would find out.
Fear gnawed at Keeler as he followed the Scrubs’ maze of neo-gothic corridors passing cellblock after cellblock. His dread squirmed under his skin. The sensation was so intense he snatched a glance at his arm, expecting to see fear manifesting itself as a parasite writhing under his flesh. One of the screws noticed him flinch.
“What just crawled up your arse, Keeler?” Taylor asked with a smirk. “You getting a little nervous or something?”
Keeler swallowed and shook his head. He was lying, of course, and Taylor knew it. The screw’s little knowing nod and the cruelness in his eyes let Keeler know he wasn’t fooling anyone.
“I wouldn’t worry too much, Keeler. It’s not like you’ll be all alone. You’ll have your playmates with you.”
“Very cozy,” Barker, the other screw, said.
Keeler said nothing. Screws were nothing worth wasting your breath on—just a bunch of wankers who couldn’t make it in the real world. What kind of man volunteered to spend his life in a prison?
“Give Jeter, Lefford and Allard our best,” Taylor said and laughed at his own joke.
Keeler sniffed. He would hardly call Jeter, Lefford and Allard playmates. They were all lifers like him, but that was their only bond. Lefford and Allard he knew by sight. Jeter, he’d never met, but his reputation preceded him. He was a scary fuck, a sociopath that no one wanted to come within pissing distance of. He’d been the project’s first volunteer. Handpicked, according to some. That had been six months ago and no one had heard anything from him since. Lefford and Allard followed a couple of months later. No one had heard from them either. But what made Keeler’s balls wither on the vine were the screams from the North Wing that routinely shattered the night’s quiet. Whatever the hell they were doing in there, he hoped to Christ they’d improved conditions for the volunteers.
They stopped at the modified entrance to the North Wing. Taylor pressed the call button next to a pair of heavy-duty steel doors. The doors had no visible lock or handles. A closed circuit TV camera trained its gaze on Keeler.
“Wait there,” a voice barked from the intercom above the call button.
The wall and steel doors were part of the recent construction that isolated the North Wing from the rest of Wormwood Scrubs. The clash of architecture between old and new wouldn’t have impressed any art critics. Utilitarian dullness and neo-gothic weren’t a match made in architectural heaven. The annexation had increased the prison’s overcrowding problems, which raised tensions between fellow inmates and between inmates and screws. Petty squabbles turned into fights more often than they used to. Overcrowding was an easy label to stick on the problem but it was more than that. It was the North Wing itself. Its secretive status unsettled everyone. It was a part of the prison that inmates had no control over. Whatever the screws liked to think, they didn’t run the show. They had everything above the surface, but the inmates had everything else. A lot of people would have paid good money to know what was taking place on the other side of the doors. Keeler was about to find out and all it had cost him was a signature on a Home Office disclaimer. But waiting for the doors to open, he wished he could take his ink back. An electronic hum preceded the clunk of the locks snapping back into place.
“Not going to wish me luck, then?” Keeler asked.
Taylor sneered. “You don’t deserve a pardon. Not for what you did to that kid.”
“You sound jealous, Taylor.”
“Shut it, Keeler,” Barker said, sounding tired.
The doors slid back. Two riot-clad armed guards filled the doorway of a dimly lit antechamber. Taylor and Barker stiffened. Keeler knew why. These weren’t prison screws under the full-face helmets, that was for sure. They were too lean. Too prepared. These guys were special—and had no place in the Scrubs. It was impossible to tell their affiliation. They reminded Keeler of paramilitaries from some banana republic. What are these fuckers doing here? Keeler thought.
“We’ll take him from here,” a muffled voice ordered from under a helmet.
The riot boys snatched Keeler from the screws and bundled him through the entrance. Taylor and Barker tried to follow, but one of the riot guards snatched up his stubby assault rifle and aimed it at the prison officers. Taylor and Barker froze.
“No unauthorized personnel,” he growled.
No further explanation was necessary. The vicious little gun muzzle spoke volumes. Taylor boiled, bringing a smirk to Keeler’s face. As the doors slid shut, Keeler blew the screw a kiss. His enjoyment of the moment ended there. The guard with the itchy trigger finger turned his aim on Keeler, the other one grabbed a bicep and they shoved him to the center of the antechamber.
The antechamber was a checkpoint. A glass-fronted observation room ran the length of one wall. Another riot clad guard, minus the helmet, entered the observation room and noted Keeler’s arrival in a logbook. The guard spoke into the microphone in front of him and with a sour note in his voice said, “Tag him.”
The trigger-happy guard re-aimed his weapon at Keeler’s face, while the other guard produced a polished steel identity bracelet and slipped it over Keeler’s wrist. He squeezed it together until the bracelet closed tight against Keeler’s skin. Keeler tried to loosen the bracelet, but it would take bolt cutters to remove it. He examined the writing engraved on it. NORTH WING was all it said.
“Just so they know where to bring you if you should get lost,” the guard said.
“Thanks,” Keeler replied without gratitude.
The guard in the bulletproof box buzzed them through. “Welcome to hell,” he remarked without a hint of humor.
Keeler swallowed hard.
“This way,” the guard who’d searched Keeler ordered and shoved him through a second set of doors into the North Wing. It was a hell of a lot different from when he’d last been in here. The cells were gone, as were the upper floors. There was nothing between the ground level and the prison rooftop except gun nests. Teams of three well-armed guards occupied each nest, intent on claiming their prey—whatever that turned out to be. Technology filled the void on the ground. Various consoles, like some tin pot NASA mission control, littered the dimly lit area. The critical ops seemed to be focused on the North Wall itself. The concentration of machinery and manpower made it impossible to distinguish what was so important about a stone wall.
“What in God’s name is going on?” Keeler muttered under his breath.
“Shut it,” the guard growled and shoved Keeler towards the epicenter.
Lab coated technicians noticed Keeler and his chaperones approaching and parted to let them through, but the multitude clustered around what seemed to be a giant chair. It had to be at least ten feet high. The monstrosity was cumbersome in its construction and spewed a trail of cables and tubes connected to various computers and medical devices. It was designed for a single man, but big enough for a god and fitted with steps on either side for mortals to climb. The seat itself, dwarfed against the immensity of the structure, didn’t look comfortable. Padding was scant and ergonomics non-existent. Keeler’s only comfort was that the seat wasn’t for him, as Jeter was strapped into it already.
Keeler didn’t acknowledge his fellow lifer. Shock prevented him. The Jeter he and everyone else in general population feared wasn’t the Jeter before him now. At the time of his arrest, Jeter had been a lean, handsome and debonair sociopath who could charm the birds from the trees and onto spikes. That Jeter bore no relation to the wretch sitting in the chair now. His wasted body barely held the rags hanging from his frame. It took a moment for Keeler to realize the threadbare clothes were Jeter’s prison issue blues. Jeter’s hands had mutated into claws. His overgrown, talon-like fingernails clawed at the ends of the metal armrests. Blood dripped from split quicks. His whole body was one piece of knotted sinew. During his trial, the newspapers had always commented on his piercing stare. Keeler didn’t have to worry about that stare now. Jeter’s eyes had been sewn shut.
Jeter’s body, like the chair, spewed cables and tubes like ectoplasm. Sensors monitoring brain, heart and respiratory functions ran in messy tangles. Catheters trailed from his groin area, discolored from use. His mouth was muzzled and a food tube disappeared into his nose.
Keeler liked to think it was Jeter’s rank stench that was making him gag, but he knew it wasn’t. He feared he was witnessing his future fate.
O’Keefe, the prison governor, stepped down from a console looking pleased with himself. In tow was the deputy governor, Cady, O’Keefe’s second in command and lap dog. Cady looked how Keeler felt. Keeler guessed this was his first visit to the North Wing, too.
“I see you’re admiring the Throne,” O’Keefe said.
“The what?”
“That’s what we call it.”
“Fit for a king?”
“Not at all.” O’Keefe smiled. “Fit for a killer.”
“What happened to his eyes?” Keeler nodded at Jeter.
“He gouged them out,” O’Keefe replied like it was no big thing. “You can see the scars where he clawed at his face. The Throne takes some getting used to. Don’t look so worried, Keeler. The Throne is Jeter’s domain, not yours.”
Keeler tore his gaze away from Jeter’s scarred face to O’Keefe. “What have I volunteered for?”
“You’ll soon see.”
“I think you owe me an explanation.”
“I don’t owe you a damned thing,” O’Keefe snapped. His change from affable to angry startled everyone, attracting stunned glances from the technicians and Cady alike.
“Okay, I take it back. I don’t want to be a volunteer anymore.”
O’Keefe stormed over, putting his face in Keeler’s. “You don’t get to take anything back. You lost your rights the moment you came through those doors. You don’t leave until all simulations are complete and your part is over. Understand me?”
“I think so.”
“Good.” O’Keefe took a step back. “Let’s get things moving.”
Technicians darted back to their consoles, preparing for the simulation. Medics attended to Jeter, clambering all over the Throne to check his vitals and make sure his nose tube was secure. They treated him like a piece of equipment rather than a person. Keeler glanced up at the gun nests. All weapons were trained on him.
“You make a run for it, Keeler,” O’Keefe said conspiratorially, “and they’ll cut you down before you can take the first step.”
“What’s going on here, Governor?”
O’Keefe smiled and glanced down at his feet before turning to Keeler. “Something amazing.”
Keeler’s balls tightened. He wasn’t buying what O’Keefe was selling. It might be amazing for O’Keefe, but he doubted it would be for him.
“Kit this man up,” O’Keefe ordered.
A technician, no more than a kid out of university, gathered up an armful of electronics and darted over to Keeler. O’Keefe supervised Keeler’s instruction.
The technician’s name badge identified him as Peter Lyle. Lyle said, “Right, here’s a mobile phone. It’s got a two-way radio function as well as telephone capabilities. Use the two-way for communication. If it doesn’t work, try the number I’ve written on the back.” He turned the phone over and showed Keeler a label stuck to the phone with a seven-digit number written on it with black marker. “I don’t know if the phone will work while you’re in there, but it’s worth a shot.”
“In where?” Keeler demanded. “Am I being released?”
Lyle glanced anxiously at O’Keefe. The governor frowned and shook his head curtly.
Keeler snorted, took the phone and snapped it onto his belt.
“This is a digital camcorder. Try and document what you see. Again, it may not work, but try your best.” Lyle flashed a feeble smile.
Keeler took the tiny Panasonic and pocketed it. “You make it sound like I’m going on holiday—James Bond style.”
The technician winced.
O’Keefe guffawed. “That’s the attitude, Keeler.”
“If I’m James Bonding it, do I get a gun?” Keeler nodded over at the armed screws who’d taken over from Taylor and Barker at the doors to the North Wing. “It looks like I’m going to need one.”
“Do you honestly think we’re going to give you a gun?”
Keeler shrugged and moved on. “Where are Lefford and Allard?”
“That’s what you’re going to tell us. That’s your assignment.”
“Am I a bounty hunter?”
“Of sorts.”
Keeler had already ostracized himself from his fellow inmates and now he was changing sides. He was so screwed if this news got out. “Great,” he responded.
“I can see that you’re raring to go, so let’s not waste any more time. Prepare Jeter,” O’Keefe ordered and personnel snapped into action. “We have a tradition here now before any volunteer goes into action.” He snatched an unlabeled bottle of spirits off a nearby table and held it up for Keeler to see. It seemed to be filled with a green gin. “Centuries ago, before sailors went into battle they were given a tot of rum. For Dutch courage, as you might say.” He uncapped the bottle and filled a champagne glass three-quarter’s full and topped it off with a shot of soda. “Here at the Scrubs, we do things a little differently. Drink up.”
Keeler took the offered glass and sniffed it like a dog with an unfamiliar treat. It didn’t smell like gin. It smelled medicinal, like…like God only knew. “What is it?”
“Absinthe. Drink up.” O’Keefe raised the bottle in a toast.
Keeler glanced at Cady. He’d been silent all this time, an observer at O’Keefe’s heels. Cady looked nervous. No, not nervous. The deputy governor was bricking it. From the look on his face, he knew the shit was hitting the fan and he didn’t know which direction it was coming from. But Cady needn’t worry. In all likelihood, Keeler was standing directly in its way.
“Cheers,” O’Keefe said.
Keeler knocked the absinthe back in one gulp. It was nasty shit, tasting like a mix of drain cleaner and cough syrup. Although the spirit burned on the way to his gut, its effect went straight to his head. His skull throbbed, feeling creased.
“Jesus,” Keeler croaked and cleared his throat.
“The only way to kill brain cells,” O’Keefe remarked and patted Keeler on the back.
“Feels like it.”
“Are we ready?” O’Keefe demanded.
“Yes,” a nervous voice replied from behind a console.
“Activate Jeter.”
The technicians pounded keyboards at their consoles, activating monitoring equipment scattered throughout the North Wing. Hydraulic actuators hoisted the Throne into the air. Jeter’s nose tube pulsed as a green fluid sped towards him. The fluid resembled the absinthe Keeler had drunk. Its aftertaste still clung to the back of his throat.
The fluid disappeared into Jeter’s nose, exciting him instantly. He grunted, champing at his muzzle. His hands strangled the Throne’s armrests. His eyelids fought against their stitches and his muscles tightened into knots, bulging from his emaciated body. He released a musk overpowering his previous unsanitary stink and Keeler took an involuntary step backwards.
Electricity charged the air. Keeler’s body throbbed. Although he couldn’t detect a sound, his eardrums vibrated, sensing the off-the-audible-scale activity. His subsided absinthe headache returned with a vengeance, the agony forcing his eyes shut for several moments. Although there were enough electronics to create a magnetic field all of their own, he knew the energy wasn’t coming from any of the machinery. Keeler opened his eyes and stared at Jeter, and his heartbeat quickened.
Green fluid pumped faster and faster into Jeter. He uttered a bestial roar into his muzzle and stiffened against his leather restraints, the material creaking under the strain. Blood leaked from the corners of his eyes. Awestruck, Keeler couldn’t tear his gaze away from the spectacle.
“We have to renew his restraints daily,” O’Keefe said, close to Keeler’s shoulder.
“You’ve turned him into an animal,” Keeler accused.
“Don’t bullshit me, Keeler. He was an animal to begin with.”
Keeler snorted.
“He bit out his own tongue, you know. He’s a very troubled man.”
He isn’t the only one, Keeler thought. He feared what could happen to him. If Jeter was anything to go by, there seemed to be no end to what could be inflicted upon him. He wondered what this technological freak show had to do with finding Lefford and Allard.
“Are you sure that isn’t my destiny up there?” Keeler pointed at the writhing Jeter.
O’Keefe shook his head. “Don’t kid yourself. You may have killed a kid, but you’re nothing special—not like Jeter. There’s only one Jeter.”
As if O’Keefe’s words were a cue, Jeter worked his magic. Splitting and cracking masonry shattered the air. A monitoring panel arced and fused, shorting out in a hail of sparks. A technician jumped back from his console when his computer monitor imploded. The North Wing throbbed.
“Are you telling me Jeter is causing all this?” Keeler demanded, having to shout over the din.
O’Keefe never got to answer. A shockwave knocked everyone off their feet. The wave seemed to have emanated from Jeter, but at the same time, it hadn’t. Whatever the cause, the North Wing was immersed in an energy field that made everything pulsate. Keeler felt as though he was at the bottom of an ocean.
This sensation lasted several seconds before the North Wall ruptured. Keeler whirled as a diagonal rent raced across the stonework. Other tears presented themselves, each one appearing faster than the one before. Shards of masonry tumbled free and dust erupted from the cracks, forming into clouds. Keeler clamped his hands over his ears to shut out the shriek of stone grinding against stone.
Standing only feet from the devastation, Keeler was transfixed by the spectacle, unable to comprehend what he was witnessing. Hands yanked him back. Keeler turned to see and found it was Cady who had a hold of him. His face was a mask of disbelief.
The technicians undoubtedly had witnessed this spectacle many times before, but they still bore looks of frightened primitives observing their first eclipse. Jeter stood out of his chair as far as his leather restraints would allow. Keeler noticed that Jeter had broken his wrist under the load. Only O’Keefe seemed to lap up the event with something that Keeler recognized as pleasure.
“Is this the end of the world?” Keeler asked Cady.
Cady shook his head. “Much worse.”
The spider web of tears became too much for the North Wall to bear and the stone lost integrity. The wall liquefied and the resultant lava vaporized before it struck the ground.
“My God,” was all Keeler could say. The guard at the entrance had been right. This was hell.
An untidy twenty-foot high by thirty-foot wide elliptical rent gaped where the North Wall had stood. Melted stone drizzled at the edges of the opening, but quickly solidified. Beyond the hole, open countryside stretched out, disappearing at the horizon where London streets should have existed. It was after midnight but through the hole, hazy afternoon sunshine fought to break through a yellow-green smog. The impossible visage shimmered as if viewed through a heat haze.
O’Keefe took Keeler by the arm. “Didn’t I tell you there was only one Jeter?”
Keeler stared dumbly at the governor then turned to Jeter. The sociopath’s body was frozen in a permanent contortion. Blood leaked from every orifice. He looked as if he was coming apart at the seams. Keeler didn’t understand how Jeter could cause all this.
“What has he done?” Keeler asked.
“He’s created the Rift. That’s the name we’ve given the phenomenon. We wanted to probe his mind, try to understand the beast that lurks within man, and he produced this.” O’Keefe smiled. “Fascinating, don’t you think?”
“Yes,” Keeler replied without a hint of sarcasm. For all the fear he felt, he still couldn’t deny the amazing spectacle.
“Instead of telling us what he did to his victims, he created this,” O’Keefe said. “The Rift is the world where his thoughts thrive.”
Keeler glanced back over at Jeter’s Rift.
“You wanted to know what you’d volunteered for, well here it is.” O’Keefe pointed at the Rift and the world beyond it, “Through there are Lefford and Allard. We need you to find them. Bring them back and document whatever you can while you’re there.”
“What’s through there?” Keeler demanded, but his voice lacked authority.
“We don’t know.” O’Keefe forced a smile. “That’s why we’re sending you.” He patted Keeler on the back. “Go now, before Jeter breaks down.”
With all the secrecy, Keeler always thought he might have signed on for some sort of suicide mission. He had no doubts now. O’Keefe had screwed him. Keeler wanted to tell O’Keefe he was a son of a bitch, but it wasn’t worth the trouble. Anyway, Keeler got the feeling O’Keefe probably knew that about himself already. Besides, O’Keefe wasn’t all to blame. Keeler had had a hand in screwing himself. He turned away, crossed over to the Rift, took a breath and stepped inside.
Chapter Two
Cady’s Cover
As Cady watched Keeler step on to the ledge created by the Rift, the urge to yank the inmate back from the brink almost overwhelmed him, but curiosity prevented him from doing the right thing. He wanted to see what would happen as much as O’Keefe and his team of lab coats, even if it was at Keeler’s expense, so he let the man step through.
There was a surface tension to the Rift’s shimmering haze that prevented one world from pouring into another and Keeler had to push against the shimmer, stretching it, before he punctured it. The Rift sealed itself the moment Keeler was through.
Cady couldn’t believe what he’d just witnessed—and neither could Keeler by the look of him. The inmate simply stood a few feet from where he’d entered this new world. Cady thought it odd. Essentially, Keeler was only a short distance from him, but in actuality, who knew how far he’d traveled? Cady found the notion both mind bending and frightening. He felt O’Keefe’s shadow fall across him and turned. O’Keefe smiled at him.
“I told you that you’d be impressed.”
“Are you going to tell me what the hell is going on?” Cady demanded.
O’Keefe looked Cady up and down. He smiled, seemingly approving of the outburst, and stretched out an arm, turning Cady around. “Let’s find a quiet corner to ourselves to discuss matters. We can leave the boffins to do their thing.”
O’Keefe led Cady to an abandoned console, one of many, stashed far from the North Wall. The console had given its life in the pursuit of science in some incident not unlike tonight’s with scorch marks chasing up the sides and melted wires dangling from a shattered monitor. O’Keefe pulled up a pair of swivel stools and sat. Cady’s seat creaked when he put his weight on it.
“I suppose it’s time I brought you up to speed,” O’Keefe said.
Although Cady was the deputy governor, he hadn’t been party to any developments inside the North Wing. He’d tried to ingratiate himself with O’Keefe to learn more, but had been unsuccessful up until tonight. The invite to join in the festivities came out of the blue, although it had smacked more of a summons than an invite. O’Keefe had wanted him there tonight for a reason. Instead of being brought into the fold, Cady suspected O’Keefe had found out about him.
“That would be nice,” Cady replied, doing little to hide his contempt.
“Don’t use that tone with me. You’re not the only one who’s been keeping secrets.”
Cady’s stomach knotted. O’Keefe had found out. Dammit, they’d promised him that his cover was airtight. He knew he should have refused the assignment when the Home Office had offered it to him. He wasn’t built for undercover work. He was a pen pusher not a spy. They should have sent in a cop, a trained professional, not him. Well, it was too late now. Play dumb, that was all he could do. It was something he could do well.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
O’Keefe wrinkled his face and raised a hand. “Let’s not insult each other.”
Cady swallowed hard.
“I’ll make it easy on you. I’ll tell you what you are and if you’re honest about it, I’ll tell you what’s going on here. Deal?”
“Deal,” Cady replied after only a flicker of hesitation.
“You’re a Home Office mole. They’ve got itchy feet over this project and they want to make sure that their investment doesn’t take a one-way trip to turd town. More importantly, the Home Office wants to make sure it doesn’t get tainted with any splash back. Am I right?”
The bastard knows everything, Cady thought. He wondered who’d being talking and more importantly, who’d screwed him.
“Come on, Cady. We had a deal. Pin the tail on the donkey for me.”
Cady knew there was no way of bluffing his way out of this. O’Keefe had the intel—and a gun judging from the bulge under his jacket.
“Okay. You’re right,” he admitted.
O’Keefe smiled. “Who’s your contact—Saunders?”
“Yes.”
“What a prick. He needs to grow a backbone.” O’Keefe gave a parental glance over at the Rift for a moment before returning his focus to Cady. “Tell him everything’s okay and not to worry. Just leave me to manage this. We are progressing and we should be online before the end of the year.” O’Keefe stared at the Rift. He swelled with pride. “Tell him we’re on the verge.”
“On the verge of what?” Cady didn’t feel the same swell of pride. What he’d seen of the North Wing Project scared him. “What is going on here?”
“We’re on the verge of something fantastic, Matt,” O’Keefe said.
Cady had glimpsed only a fragment of the fantastical and didn’t disagree. “You know more than you let on to Keeler just now.”
O’Keefe nodded.
“You lied to him.”
“He didn’t need to know. He’s not important. He’s an inmate. A convicted killer.”
“He’s a human being.” Cady pictured Jeter in his Throne. “If he’s in any sort of danger, he has a right to know.”
“He deserves nothing of sort.” O’Keefe fixed Cady with a stare that sparkled with contempt. “He’s a guinea pig.”
Cady saw the futility of the argument. They were poles apart when it came to the treatment of inmates, so he let the subject drop. “A guinea pig for what?”
“Do you know what wormwood is?”
“You mean the prison?” Cady asked, puzzled.
“No, the herb.”
“Never heard of it.”
“Wormwood is the core ingredient of absinthe.”
Cady shrugged.
“Absinthe used to be all the rage until it was found to be a poisonous hallucinogen. The drink is outlawed in the States and watered down in Europe.”
“All because of its wormwood content?”
“Yes. This prison is built on a particular variety that doesn’t exist anywhere else in nature. It’s extremely potent and virulent, like a weed. That’s where the prison got its name, Wormwood Scrubs. Before the prison, this place used to be a scrub of wormwood.”
“The prison has been here over a hundred years.”
“Yes, and the wormwood has never stopped growing. We’re forever having to do construction work to prevent the foundation from collapsing.”
“You’re saying that the wormwood created that?” Cady pointed at the Rift.
“In part—yes. Jeter is doing the rest with a little help from the electronics here. How much do you know about Jeter?”
Cady remembered the sickening violence. At the time, television and newspapers had played down the degradations he’d committed, but even that was too much. Not a discriminating killer, he’d mutilated men, women and children by turning them inside out, literally, as if he was looking for a lost keepsake hidden inside his victims. It was a surprise that he was tried as sane. “Nothing other than what I saw on telly or read in the papers.”
“You should really read our inmates’ case files. There’s a wealth of knowledge to be had.” O’Keefe took out a cigarette and lit it. “Jeter killed at least twenty-six people over a five year period. In actual truth, no one knows how many he killed or even when he started killing. During his interrogation, he alluded to others and made reference to a boy he’d abducted. He claimed he’d swiped the kid the day before the Met arrested him. No one ever found the boy he mentioned. Personally, I think he was playing with his interrogators to keep them off balance.”
“So what has that got to do with what’s happening here?”
“Do you know why it took Scotland Yard so long to catch him?”
Cady shook his head.
“Foreknowledge.”
“Foreknowledge?”
O’Keefe nodded. “Foreknowledge. The third eye. A six sense. ESP. Whatever you want to call it, he has it. Jeter’s wires may be crossed, making him fucking lethal, but it also makes him remarkable. You really should read his file.”
“So what is the point of all this?”
“The Scrubs has the highest rate of psychiatric and psychotic episodes in the prison service. We outstrip Broadmoor for fuck’s sake.”
O’Keefe had Cady’s attention. He couldn’t deny his own fascination and he couldn’t imagine how the Scrubs could be worse than Britain’s premier facility for the criminally insane. There was a lot more information to be had and he didn’t want to be given the mushroom treatment like Keeler, so he asked a stupid question to tempt O’Keefe into spilling the truth. “Isn’t prison overcrowding and an outdated facility to blame for the problems here?”
O’Keefe sneered. “Don’t give me that college sociology crap. We discovered the incidents were due to the wormwood. Basically, inmates have been tripping. The guards too. It’s the reason why staff work six-hour shifts and not eight.”
“You can’t afford to have wardens losing it, I suppose.”
O’Keefe nodded and took a deep drag on his cigarette. “Nobody really knows what the detrimental effects of wormwood are, so the Home Office asked us to find out.” He glanced over at the distortion in the North Wall. “Jeter’s been an interesting side effect.”
Even with what he’d seen tonight, Cady still didn’t know whether to believe O’Keefe, but there was something odd about the Scrubs. He’d experienced some abnormalities of his own during his short time at the prison. Headaches were one symptom that plagued him. They were coming much more regularly now and he wasn’t the only one. He’d noticed most of the wardens popping Paracetamol during their lunch breaks. There’d been other symptoms too. Occasionally, he would have sworn he’d seen inmates walking through locked doors like they were ghosts, but this had only occurred when he’d worked late. Inmates from different wings claimed attacks after nightly lockdowns. Cady knew of one suspicious death that had been put down as a suicide when evidence failed to support foul play. Inmates also claimed they’d seen Jeter in their cells, although the duty wardens confirmed he hadn’t left his own cell.
“What’s the government’s interest?” Cady asked.
“At first, it was psychiatric and psychological research, to see if the wormwood theory had any merit. They couldn’t let this place remain, if it were true.”
“You said, ‘at first.’ What changed?”
“Jeter. During the course of some early tests, he produced a small Rift. The researchers saw a niche. They believed they had a unique way to study Jeter’s mind. They could physically enter his psychosis and discover what made his fucked clock of a brain tick. I bet a couple of those eggheads over there thought they were in for a Nobel or three.” O’Keefe snorted a derisive laugh. “But Jeter being Jeter, he’s turned everything on its head. Now, the team here doesn’t know what to think.”
“Why?”
“Well, the possibilities are endless. We may not just be looking the working mind of a sociopath, but at the secrets to time travel or inter-dimensional travel. It’s all beyond me. All I know is that it’s quantum leap technology.”
Time travel…inter-dimensional travel…quantum leap technology, it was bollocks. Cady didn’t believe a word of it and he had the feeling that O’Keefe didn’t either. He was just talking the talk. This seemed to be a dog and pony show for Cady’s benefit. What was O’Keefe’s crack about telling Saunders that they’d be online before the end of the year? There was something O’Keefe wasn’t telling him.
“You don’t see it that way, do you?” Cady asked. “Jeter means something else to you entirely.”
O’Keefe smiled approvingly. “You’re right. I don’t just see an opportunity for science.”
Cady had been under O’Keefe’s tutelage for only a few months, but the governor’s reputation preceded him. O’Keefe saw prisoners as resources to be used—and abused. He volunteered his prison for every whacked out research program going and for his pioneering spirit, he possessed the highest rate of inmate fatalities of any prison in the European Union.
“If not for science,” Cady said, “then what?”
“Entertainment.”
“Excuse me?” Cady said, not believing what he’d just heard.
“If we can get the Rift under control, it could be the greatest virtual reality game the world has ever seen. Imagine it, you get to go inside someone else’s reality and go head-to-head with it. Nintendo, Sega, Microsoft, they would be history.”
“But you’ve only got Jeter.”
“Not for long. If we can master his powers and find others like him, we can replicate their minds artificially and create simulations based on their thought patterns. We’re looking at a multi-billion pound business.”
“What kind of game?”
“We’re talking about Jeter. What kind of game do you think?”
“The worst kind.”
“And those eighteen to twenty-four year olds would love it.”
“You said Keeler was a guinea pig. Why have you really sent him in there?”
“To see if he can survive.”
“So this has nothing to do with finding Lefford and Allard?”
O’Keefe shook his head. “I doubt they’re alive. We lost contact with them almost immediately. At this point, we’re trying to establish telecommunication links inside the Rift. Once we achieve that then we’ll be set.”
“How close are you to achieving that?”
“A couple of months off. We’ll probably have to send in a couple more inmates.”
“But how far are you from getting Jeter under some form of control?” Cady asked.
O’Keefe sagged. “That part is going to take considerable time.”
“So what are Keeler’s chances of making it back?”
“With the brain Jeter’s got,” O’Keefe said more to himself than to Cady. “It’s got to be slim to nothing. It’s a slaughterhouse in there.”
Chapter Three
The Rift
The air smelled wrong on the other side of the Rift. Keeler couldn’t put his finger on it. It didn’t possess a smell as such, but when he inhaled, an unpleasantness clung to the inside of his head. Breathing through his mouth didn’t help either. The irregular air had substance and it coated his tongue. He waved his hand through the air and it came away damp. Whatever tainted the air had an immediate effect. Thick and cloying, it attacked his respiratory system. His lungs struggled to process it, but it had no problem reaching his brain. It’s heady quality made him unsure of his footing. He felt like he was sloshing around inside a bottle of that crap O’Keefe had made him drink.
Keeler held up a shielding hand to stare into the sky and the hazy brightness. He should have been staring into the harsh afternoon sun, but there was no sun. This world seemed to be lit everywhere at once. Shadows couldn’t exist here. This is getting more Alice in Wonderland by the second, he thought.
Voices from the North Wing faded. Keeler whirled. The Rift was still there, but it no longer reflected the goings on in the North Wing. The opening he’d stepped through was now a shimmering haze distorting the view of the open countryside. He didn’t like to think he was on a one-way ticket. He guessed, even believed, he had only to step back through the haze to end up back in the Scrubs. He thought about trying his theory out, but there wasn’t much point. If he tried, O’Keefe would only shove him back through. And for all he knew, stepping through the Rift might throw him into in another world. He’d screwed himself over.
He tugged the mobile phone off his belt and switched it on. No reception. It wasn’t a surprise. He didn’t have high hopes for the camcorder, but tried it anyway. He switched it on and filmed a three hundred and sixty degree panning shot of fields stretching out in all directions. He stopped the recording and played it back. Through the viewfinder he watched thirty seconds of static. What does that mean? he thought. He tossed the useless electronics.
“Now what?” he asked himself.
He was inside Jeter’s warped brain without a map looking for two convicts. In God’s name, what did O’Keefe think he was going to find? It was a farce.
Having no clue where Lefford and Allard could be hiding out, Keeler had everywhere to go and nowhere to start. He surveyed faded green field after faded green field. They reminded him of boyhood summer holidays spent in the Cotswolds, endless days spent following nothing but the end of his nose. In those days, he had believed he could be anything. A career criminal had never been one of those choices. Not that he could remember what he’d wanted to be back then. He just knew he’d never wanted to be a killer.
He shook off the ideas filling his head. He wasn’t a boy and this wasn’t the Cotswolds. He trudged towards the only landmark he could see, a small enclosure of trees about two miles distant.
Thoughts of Jeter, Lefford and Allard’s crimes reminded him of his own. Why did that screw have to bring up the kid? He hadn’t meant to kill Tim Mitchell. It was an accident, an armed robbery gone bad. Christ, if he could take it back, he would. Even now, three years into his stretch, not many nights went by without him replaying events. How had it gone so bad so quickly?
The smash ‘n’ grab should have gone as it had time and time before. Keeler conducted himself no differently from the other six successful robberies. He raided only bank sub-branches because they weren’t as securely maintained as the more important high street branches. The places were as easy to knock over as a house of cards. On-staff security was non-existent, and the alarm systems were a couple of generations off from state of the art. They were so simple he worked them alone, leaving the car running on the street. The Brentford sub-branch of Lloyd’s Bank should have been no different, but Tim Mitchell changed that when he shot at Keeler.
Tim hadn’t possessed a cap gun or one that fired a cork fastened to the barrel with a piece of string like Keeler had adored when he was a kid. No, little Tim’s parents had bought him a replica 9mm pistol that played a recording of an actual gunshot when the trigger was pulled. In the confusion of the raid, with the security alarm wailing, Keeler had thought he was being shot at and he’d swung around with the sawn-off and opened up on the seven year-old, removing his grin and most of his face with the contents of a single shell. The boy fell back, bringing down a blood splattered leaflet carousel bearing the bank’s black horse logo.
With Tim’s mother screaming a scream that could only be replicated in his nightmares, Keeler had stood there wishing he could suck the buckshot back into the shotgun until a customer pounced on him. A man dressed in a bland Marks and Spencer suit came at Keeler with hungry hands eager to tear Keeler’s head from his shoulders. The man’s middle-of-the-road attire clashed with the ferocity of his attack as he brought Keeler down. Although numb from nearly decapitating the boy, Keeler fought back to save his own sorry life. He turned the shotgun on Mr. Marks and Spencer and fired, emptying the second cartridge into the man’s chest. Bits of the man struck the foam ceiling tiles and Keeler watched the blood drip from the ceiling while he waited for the cops to come.
Although an accident, Keeler couldn’t erase what he’d done and he pleaded guilty to everything the prosecution wanted to throw at him. He accepted his punishment and said thank you when they were finished. There were some things you didn’t fight.
“Tim, why couldn’t you have been at school that day?” Keeler murmured to himself and blinked away the memory.
Reaching the wooded area, Keeler weaved his way between the trees to discover a mini-oasis. The trees ringed a crystal blue pond. The tranquil spot drained away Keeler’s tension. His head still throbbed from the absinthe O’Keefe had given him and the water looked tempting. He dropped to his knees at the pond’s edge and sloshed water over his face, hoping to dislodge his headache.
The water, like everything else in Jeter’s brain damaged world, was wrong. It was water and it wasn’t. It was oily and greasy to the touch, but it flowed through Keeler’s fingers and off his face like water. It may not have been tap quality, but it was no less refreshing and Keeler dunked his head in the pond. His vision failed to cut through the murk. Particles drifted by, tugged along by an unseen current, glinting in the dark waters. Just out of range, something more substantial glided towards him. He squinted to make out what it was, but he didn’t recognize it until a hand brushed against his face. He gasped, sucking in a mouthful of water. A fetid odor filled his nose—not the sourness of stagnant water, but the rankness of bad meat. He recoiled from the pond, collapsed onto his back then staggered away on all fours.
A young woman, no more than nineteen and naked, bobbed face down on the surface of the pool, a languid arm outstretched and her head turned to one side with her blonde hair trailing behind her. Her exposed face had been eroded, chewed, clawed and torn away exposing bone and raw muscle. The wounds were old, but blood drizzled into the water as if they were new. It flowed no more than a foot from the wound before dissipating into nothing. The teenager ran adrift on the bank.
She didn’t have much choice. Other bodies, all marred and in worse condition than the beautiful girl, bubbled up from the center of the pond and floated to the surface. The force of subsequent carcasses pushed the first ones out to the edge of the pool. Soon, they choked the pond. Within moments, it was impossible to see the water under the weight of corpses.
Keeler tore at his face, trying to clean it of the corpse-polluted water. He ripped off his shirt and scrubbed at his face. But no matter how much he tried, the pond’s touch never left his skin. He forced himself to spit up every last drop of liquid in his throat until he dry heaved. He blew his nose over and over again. He didn’t want any part of the pond on him. He knew what this place was. This was where the bodies were kept. Jeter had never revealed where he’d hidden them, but here they all were, in a soup of lost souls. He threw his shirt down in disgust.
“Do not fear us.”
A woman had spoken to Keeler. She stood atop the corpses at the center of the pond. A water-soaked, sheer nightdress clung to her slim figure. She was somewhat older than the blonde who had touched his face, somewhere in her twenties. Although she’d spoken to him, she was quite dead thanks to an ear-to-ear gash across her throat. Keeler had no idea how she had spoken. Her mouth, like the gash in her throat, had been stitched shut.
This was too much for Keeler. He scrabbled away from the abomination of corpses, his feet struggling to find purchase in the soft soil.
“Please, don’t run.”
The sadness in the dead woman’s voice halted Keeler. Her sorrow cut through him like a bitter wind. He no longer feared her and he slowly rose to his feet.
“Thank you,” she said.
The woman remained unnaturally still, as if suspended by unseen puppet strings with no puppet master at the controls. Pond water dripping from the hem of her nightdress was the only sign of animation. The dead woman’s unblinking gaze and unmoving lips unnerved Keeler. He couldn’t maintain eye contact and he wondered if she noticed. How horrible for her, he thought and forced himself to look at her. Keeler walked as far as the water’s edge, drawn by her ability to communicate, but he made sure he wasn’t within arm’s length of any of the corpses.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“One of Jeter’s victims.”
Keeler realized she was speaking through the slash in her throat, the words passing through the stitches.
He felt uncomfortable asking the next question. “When did you die?”
“In ninety-eight. August sometime, I think. I’m not sure exactly. He kept me locked up for some time before he eventually put me out of my misery.”
“And you’ve been here ever since?”
“Yes, I think so. It’s hard to tell. Time has no place here. Days have no beginning or end.”
While she talked, Keeler tried to recall Jeter’s victims. Her face was no help in death—she resembled none of those murdered. Suddenly, a name shoved its way into his head.
“Are you Rebecca Morrow?”
“Yes.” A smile filled her reply. “I am Rebecca Morrow.”
He smiled back, happy to have brought her a taste of happiness in Jeter’s manufactured hell.
“It’s good of you to remember.”
Keeler remembered a lot about her from the news coverage. He remembered the holiday snap most newspapers had shown in their stories—a happy and tanned Rebecca squinting against the Corfu sun. She looked a hell of lot different when a tabloid had run an autopsy headshot after the police found her naked body in Epping Forest. It was that grisly image which had helped Keeler remember.
“Can you help me?” he asked.
“If I can.”
“I’m looking for two other men. Their names are Lefford and Allard. They would have come this way a couple of months back.” Keeler stopped himself, remembering what Rebecca had just said about time having no place here. “Have they come this way?”
“Yes, I believe so.”
“Have you spoken to them?”
“No, but I sense people exist here who shouldn’t.”
Keeler swallowed hard.
“I can’t tell you where they are, but I can tell you they are still here.”
The tone of her voice told him something had happened to them. He wasn’t up to asking what yet.
“Is there anybody else here,” Keeler indicated to this make-believe world with its sunshine without a sun, “who could possibly tell me where I could find them?”
“You need not worry about that. Everybody here senses those who should not be here. Have no fear, these men will find you.”
He did have fears. He feared Rebecca and the lake of corpses she stood on. He feared Lefford and Allard and what had happened to them. Any amount of time spent inside Jeter’s world was bound to distort the mind. He could feel himself changing already, nothing severe, just a low level disturbance at the back of his brain, a whisper telling him what to do. He wondered if it was a permanent change and if it was too late for him already. He wondered how long it would be before O’Keefe sent another inmate after him.
“What is your name?” Rebecca asked.
“Keeler.”
“What’s your first name?”
“Michael.”
“You should leave before it’s too late, Michael.”
Keeler wished he could, but there was no going back—no pardon waiting for him with his name on it. Even if he made it out of this thing alive, O’Keefe wouldn’t let him rejoin general population with what he knew. Whether Rebecca liked it or not, this was Keeler’s new home.
“I gotta go,” Keeler said, turning to leave. “Thanks for your help.”
“You can still save him.”
“What?”
“The child. You can still save him.”
Anger flared inside Keeler. The child—how did she know about the bank? Was she reading his mind? He whirled on Rebecca.
“What the hell are you talking about?” he snapped. “What child?”
“There is a boy here. The police captured Jeter before he could kill him. The police learned of the boy, but never located him.”
Keeler’s flesh tingled as his rage subsided. Images of Tim Mitchell’s bloody corpse clawed their way into his brain again. He pushed Tim to the back of this mind in favor of this other lost boy.
“No one else can save him,” Rebecca said.
“That doesn’t make sense. What do you mean the boy’s in here? How can that be?”
“Come to me, Michael.”
He stared at the heap of mutilated bodies she was standing on.
“They’ll support your weight.”
“But they are…” Words failed him and he pointed at the knotted victims.
“It doesn’t matter,” Rebecca said with overwhelming compassion. “We feel nothing. You cannot do anything to us that hasn’t already been done.”
Keeler swallowed. He eyed a decapitated man before him and placed a foot on his barrel chest. The corpse squirmed against its neighbors, but it supported him. His next step connected with the partially flayed face of a middle-aged woman. She grinned up at him as his foot pressed down on her ruined cheek. A wave of shifting flesh spread out from his footfalls. The movement was disconcerting, but there was a rhythm to it and he could combat the ripple effect by waiting a brief moment before taking his next step. With each step, his confidence grew. His strides lengthened and his speed increased. Rebecca encouraged him with words of support.
When he was halfway to her, he lost his footing after misjudging the ripple and went down with a wet slap. Cold, wet, dead flesh touched his warm, living body. He tried to get to his feet but he kept sliding over more corpses. Out of reflex, he dug his fingers into the cadavers to stop his slide. When he realized where his hands were, he yanked them free. Even when he’d removed his hands, he still felt the sting of death. His fear made his fingertips turn cold and the cold spread, worming its way into his flesh. Death was invading him. Getting to his knees, he rubbed his hands against his clothes to wipe away the death.
“Relax, please, Michael,” Rebecca cooed.
The pity and concern in her voice calmed him. Breathing hard and heavy, he stared at the unmoving Rebecca. Inanimate, her stare failed to meet his, focusing on a point well beyond him. Whatever hell this was, it was nothing compared to the one she and her fellow victims had been forced to endure. This Jeter-made nightmare would only end when the killer died, but Keeler even wondered about that. A person fucked up enough to produce this world might be able to transcend death. Somehow, he didn’t think this place could ever end. Keeler spread his weight to steady himself and rose to his feet.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m not used to this.”
“None of us are, Michael.”
With careful steps, he made it to Rebecca. Seeing her up close, he noticed things about her that he hadn’t been able to see from dry land. There was a quiet beauty about her face. Her good looks didn’t scream for attention. Instead, if he looked past the throat wound and crude stitch work binding her throat and mouth, her delicate features and clear skin requested admiration. This was the kind of girl he would have liked for himself, if he weren’t such a screw up and she weren’t a corpse. How could he be having such a ridiculous pipedream at such a time? He smiled without thinking.
“Why do you smile, Michael?” Rebecca asked.
“No reason,” he said putting the smile in a safe place, out of harm’s way where no one could see it.
“I told you that the boy is here and you said it doesn’t make sense.”
“Yes.”
“Well, look around you, Michael. You’re talking to a corpse, standing on top of one man’s achievement. Tell me how that makes sense.”
A flush of anger surged through him, fueled by embarrassment from being manipulated so easily. “Are you telling me, you made me stumble over all these bodies just to prove a point?”
“Yes.”
“Jesus Christ.”
“You have to understand that anything can and will happen here. If Jeter wants a body he didn’t get the chance to murder in the real world, then he’ll create it here, so that he can finish what he started. None of us should be here but we are. Get used to the idea, because if you hope to leave here in the same fashion you entered, then you’ll have to believe you are capable of the unreal—just like him.”
Her wisdom cooled his anger.
“You’re going to have to wise up, Michael, because he knows you’re here. He can feel you treading through his mind.”
He failed to hide the chill that rocked his body.
“Can’t you feel him, Michael?”
Keeler could. He’d been too stunned to notice it before. Jeter may have been strapped to the Throne, but he existed here too—not in body, but in spirit. From the ground Keeler stood on, to the hazy sky and everything in between, Jeter was woven into its fabric, a component part of everything. Like winter’s bite on an autumn day, Jeter’s presence touched everything, giving advance warning of rougher times ahead.
“If Jeter is the puppet master, then why try? There’s nothing I can do to change anything.”
“Because you’re not like us. He has control over the dead, but you’re not dead yet.”
Keeler didn’t like how Rebecca finished her sentence with ‘yet,’ like his death at the hands of Jeter’s twisted mind was a foregone conclusion and it was just a matter of time before the inevitable happened. Maybe that was the point, though. If he wasn’t dead, he could get out before he ended up in Rebecca’s condition. Slim hopes by any measure, but it was something to cling to.
“Michael,” Rebecca said.
“Yes.”
“You have more important things to do. You need to find the boy. Can’t you hear him?” she asked. “He needs you.”
Keeler didn’t hear anything, except a humming like a florescent light on its way out. But within a few seconds, the tone changed. He wasn’t sure if he was just adjusting to its sound or whether the sound was changing. The noise shifted from an amorphous frequency to something more recognizable. A child cried, its anguish a distant whisper on the breeze. Instantly, its pain was Keeler’s pain. He turned his head in the direction of the sobs.
“Go to him, Michael,” Rebecca said. “Take him from this place. Give him a life away from here.”
He turned back to Rebecca. He went to say something to her, but found he didn’t have the words. Instead, he took a hold of her cold, lifeless hands, drew close and kissed her on her stitched mouth. He wanted her to enjoy a piece of beauty in this world of ugliness. It didn’t feel like he was kissing a woman six years dead. Her lips were cool, but they were soft.
Obviously, Rebecca didn’t react to his affection. If he thought he’d been blessed with Prince Charming’s powers of arousal, his answer came in the form of her static condition. He didn’t need her to throw her arms around him and go wild. The movement of her lips to meet his when he kissed her or the merest of creases at the corners of her mouth to show a smile would have been enough. But Prince Charming didn’t raise the dead, only the sleeping. He stepped back from her.
“Thank you,” she said after a long moment.
She went to say something else, but Keeler stopped her by putting a finger to her bound lips.
“I know,” he said.
Keeler didn’t give her a chance to say anything else. He turned and hopscotched his way back across the bodies to dry land. Confident steps marked his return trip. He didn’t miss a beat. Before racing off in the direction of the child, he turned back to gaze at Rebecca perched on top of her fellow victims. He smiled at her.
“Good luck,” she said. “Remember one thing, Michael. Even though Jeter isn’t here, he has great power. Be careful of your thoughts. He will read them and use them against you.”
As soon as she finished speaking, the pond bubbled. The bodies supporting Rebecca lost their buoyancy and they slowly sank below the surface. Rebecca descended below the water with majestic elegance. By the time he’d retrieved his shirt and slipped it on, only rose-colored water marked her presence, but that reverted to a cobalt blue in three rapid blinks. In a moment, it looked as if his encounter with Rebecca and Jeter’s other victims had never happened. Keeler wished he could mark the occasion by saying something, but the words didn’t come, so he set off at a jogging pace towards the child.
Beyond the trees that circled the lake, the lost boy’s sobs intensified, marking his location with greater clarity. The cries were coming from beyond a rise in the neighboring field. There was no north, south, east or west here, but Keeler knew one thing. He was heading farther away from the Rift.
Before Keeler reached the top of the rise, fatigue got the better of him. The thick air clogged his lungs and the waist-high meadow grass eroded his strength, forcing him to his knees. The dry, coarse blades of grass grazed against his face, nicking his flesh. He clambered to his feet to avoid the cuts, but couldn’t remain upright. He bent over, resting his hands on his knees while he sucked in lungs full of syrupy air that clung to his throat on the way down. He turned back towards the tree-shrouded pond. He’d covered a pitiful distance. If he called it two miles, he’d be rounding up and he seemed no closer to the lost child. The boy’s cries still carried lightly on the air, seemingly tens of miles distant. He wanted to lie down and sleep, but he feared if he did, by the time he awoke, the crying would have stopped and the boy would be lost forever.
“You’re gonna have to wait a little while longer, kid,” Keeler panted waiting for his strength to return. “I need to rest.”
Suddenly, the wind gusted with an intensity that flattened the grass and shoved him back, threatening to toss him on his arse. A scream led the charge on the angry air and Keeler couldn’t deny what he’d heard.
“Save me! Don’t let him hurt me.”
The pain in the boy’s plea refueled Keeler. He wouldn’t let Jeter hurt this child. He broke into a sprint.
“I’m coming,” he shouted, but thick air in his tired lungs forced his words to spill from his mouth as a hoarse whisper.
Pounding across the meadow, his legs looked for any excuse to buckle, but the frightened boy spurred him on. He wouldn’t let him suffer. He hated Jeter at that moment with an intensity that ignited within him, fueling his tired limbs. Saving the boy wasn’t his job, but to hell with it. Lefford and Allard deserved nothing. They weren’t worth saving, but the boy was innocent. If one person deserved something, it was the boy and if O’Keefe didn’t like it, well, fuck him.
When he crested the rise, another field stretched ahead of him, except this one sloped gently towards an immense forest that stretched beyond the horizon to his left and right. Navigating his way around could take years. Not that he had to. The child’s cries slipped from between the trees directly ahead of him.
Not another damn field, he thought. It had taken him at least thirty minutes to make it this far and he was looking at the same distance again, but this time, he’d be running on tired legs. The boy cried out again.
“I’m coming,” he repeated, more to himself than to the boy. He repeated his promise over and over until it became a mantra that drove him forward.
Finally, when Keeler reached the edge of forest, his legs gave out and he crashed to the ground. He struggled to all fours. Blood trickled down his forearms from multiple grass cuts. The meadow grass had been sharp enough to cut his trousers. Sweat found every laceration, igniting his wounds and leaving them to smolder. He crawled from the meadow into the cool of the shaded forest.
“Please,” the boy whined. The single word stretched into a sentence.
Keeler clawed his way up a redwood to get to his feet. He went to take a step but hesitated. A curious thought crossed his mind. Had Rebecca lied to him? After all, she was a talking corpse, nothing more than a puppet for Jeter’s amusement. So who was pulling her strings? Jeter. The hypothesis carried more than a little weight. This world was his invention populated by the people he’d slaughtered. Wouldn’t it be just up Jeter’s dark, twisted alley to manipulate him into a trap? Was there even a boy in here to find? Keeler shook his head in disgust.
As if Jeter could read Keeler’s mind, the boy yelled out again. The crying had changed. No longer was it light and vapory. It had intensified, the tortured pleas bouncing off the trees only to be reflected back on themselves. Keeler’s earlier bravado to retrieve the child at any cost leaked from him. This had to be a trap, but the boy’s despair sounded so real. How could it be manufactured? Keeler looked up, staring between the branches at the fragments of hazy sky sliding by. He glanced back at the endless fields. He wasn’t getting out of here. He knew that, so what did it matter? Jeter wanted him to find this boy for some reason, so why not do as he was told? That was what a good inmate did. He followed the rules and if he did it well, the powers that be might let him go early. Keeler would find the boy and maybe Jeter would finish him off just that little bit more quickly in return.
“Help me,” the boy sobbed.
“There in a minute,” Keeler called back and broke into a run.
As he darted between the trees, the child’s pleas grew louder. Even though the trees deflected the boy’s cries, Keeler still managed to zero in on his location. He didn’t seem far away now. A wall of unkempt juniper seemed to be the only barrier between Keeler and the boy. He could have gone around the juniper, but he didn’t bother and hurled himself through the obstruction.
He penetrated the hedge with ease but lost his balance and crashed to his knees. His fall winded him, dissolving his vision to blobs of primary color and he struggled to take in his surroundings. He tried blinking away the confusion, but confusion remained. Instead of kneeling on a blanket of woodland leaves, he was kneeling on well-trodden industrial carpeting. The boy’s screams were nowhere to be heard. A security alarm wailed instead. Keeler rose to his feet and stared into the faces of two-dozen frightened people. They edged away from him. He raised his hands to calm them, but found a sawn off, double-barreled shotgun in his grasp.
He turned to look behind him. The forest was gone. Jeter’s world was gone. He took in the illuminated prancing black horse logo. All confusion left him. He knew where he was. This was his nightmare. The single moment in his life he wished he could erase. He was in the Brentford sub-branch of Lloyds Bank.
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