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            Chapter 1
      

         

         Villy
      

          
      

         The two men were locked in a brutal struggle, frozen in a moment that might have looked like a dramatic sculpture in a park somewhere in Central Europe – Villy towering above his enemy in fury, the man beneath him scrambling to survive.

         But this wasn't a marble monument in the sun. It was a dim, cramped apartment in Dalarna, Sweden. The men wore ordinary, shabby clothes. Their faces were flushed an ugly, livid red. Villy had the other man pinned to the scratched wooden floor by the full weight of his muscled frame. The man’s veins bulged at his temples like thick, swollen worms. Foam gathered at the corners of his mouth as he thrashed beneath Villy, trying to break free.

         ‘You got what you wanted...’ he gasped between grunts. But the words landed uselessly. This wasn’t just brute strength. This was the explosion of years of pent-up rage, finally set loose. He had made up his mind. His lips curled into a wide grin, and he laughed – not out of joy, but to deepen the man’s humiliation. 

         How had this pitiful man ever held such power over him?

         He stared into the bulging, terrified eyes below. In that moment, they were no longer in a quiet neighbourhood on the outskirts of Avesta. They existed somewhere else entirely, somewhere on the edge of life and death, where time stood still and the senses dissolved. Violence no longer belonged to the present; it had become something primal, timeless.

         This wasn’t just rage, this was revenge, raw and long-awaited.

         Villy leaned in, pressing his elbow hard against the man's throat. The man's face shifted to a pale, bluish-white as he struggled for air. His lips moved, but only hissed breaths escaped. No, strangling wasn’t enough. Villy wanted more. He wanted to see blood. He wanted brutality. That part he would save for last.

         Would he kill him? Or let him live with the constant fear of being hunted? Was that worse? No, he decided, no, the time was now. 

         He unclipped the knife from his belt and raised it, letting go of the man’s throat. Then he bent low and whispered into his ear.

         ‘This is what you get for the chain, you son of a bitch. Here’s to the chain.’

         With those words, he struck.

         There was a sickening crack as the knife hit bone: clavicle, sternum, ribcage, so many bones. The man’s eyes rolled back, showing only white. A rattling gasp escaped his throat as he struggled for breath.

         Villy stabbed again. And again.

         The body twitched a few final times, then went still. Blood spilled from the torn flesh, running in dark streams down the torso and pooling on the floor.

         Villy leaned back and looked up at the ceiling fan, watching the blades spin, the shadows they cast crawling slowly across the walls. He exhaled, long and quiet. The calm that followed was the calm he’d been chasing for years.

         Killing a man wasn’t difficult. The act itself was simple. But getting here, making the decision, following through, that had taken a lifetime.

         He placed the knife in the spreading pool of blood, stood up, took his phone from his pocket, and called the police.

         He was a murderer now.

          

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2
      

         

         What you feel today, you need not necessarily feel tomorrow. Everything changes.

         He was reading Södra Dalarnes Tidning’s “Thought for the Day” section. No, that wasn’t true, he thought, not at all. Some things never change. He threw down the paper in irritation. They’d write any old trash these days. All this newfound optimism to distract from life’s miserable drudgery.

         The coffee cup clattered as he put it down on the tray. The coffee was blacker than tar and in it he could see the reflection of the kitchen light.

         Some things you will always feel, and they will always hurt. The thoughts will dig at the pain, and the pain will cling to them as they dig. The body remembers and so does the mind. It remembers what is lost, and what was once there.

         Learn to live with what has happened; that’s what they’d said to him. That he had the chance to learn to survive. Wasn’t that how it was meant to be, after all? Should he remain paralysed like this for the rest of his days? He wanted to live again. Before it was too late.

         The truth would have to come out, once and for all.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3
      

         

         Anna
      

          
      

         The rails pounded under the train like a heartbeat and the dozing elderly man next to Anna nodded as the carriage jerked. She glanced up to the luggage rack to check that her bag was still there. Wouldn’t it be just great, she thought darkly to herself, if it fell and broke his neck as he slept. However, the bag was bursting at the seams and jammed so tightly that it hardly moved an inch. In it was everything she needed in Säter. She looked at it and thought of her life, squirrelled away into a single suitcase.

         It was Lina Vikingsson, Anna’s old friend from her days at the travel agency, who’d pushed her to apply for the psychologist role at the forensic psychiatric clinic in Säter. The partygoing, hedonistic Lina had surprised everyone by applying for medicine. She was now doing her specialty training at Säter and had told Anna with a kind of breathless enthusiasm that Säter exceeded anywhere she’d ever worked before.

         At this point, Anna had applied to several places and had begun to feel invisible. She’d hesitated upon reading the advertisement, as she knew it meant leaving Stockholm for Dalarna. Wasn’t it true that people lost their minds in the forests, emerging completely different to how they once were?

         Some of Sweden’s sickest people were at Säter, people who couldn’t serve their prison sentences, those who’d committed crimes beyond the exploitative scope of a Netflix murder series. The job listing described the ideal candidate as the ‘psychologist of the future’. Anna had asked herself whether she really fit this profile.

         Then Anna thought about the doors this job could open for her. Säter would have the patients she needed to meet. If there was ever a place to observe the human mind up close and grapple with its darkest depths, it would be there. After that, she could work just about anywhere. There was also the career mobility afforded by these smaller counties, and Anna wanted that opportunity. Any future job would surely be a breeze compared to this one. That was, if she was able to hold it together for long enough. Try as she might to never let her feelings control her, the doubt lingered there still.

         She’d wanted her first psychology role to be on the west coast, treating depressed fishermen. She’d pictured the weekends spent sailing, imagined the salty taste of fresh prawns. She could even have gone to Norway, as some of her course mates had, and earnt double over there. Appealing as those things seemed as she sat there, she knew that they wouldn’t take her where she wanted to go. Now she would live at the centre of the human psyche, right amongst its foremost experts, girded on all sides by dense and sweeping forest.

         The option of remaining in Stockholm had increasingly slipped away from her, and she hadn’t been called to interview anywhere she’d applied. And of course, in Dalarna there was Lina, one of her very best friends. She’d been a very big factor in her decision.

         The recruiter in Säter had called the day they’d received her application. Maybe no one else had dared apply. The place had quite the reputation, after all. They’d done a longer phone interview with her, taken references and since the day she’d accepted the job over the phone, she realised she’d be earning more than most of her contemporaries in the larger cities.

         Lina had let out a little shriek of joy when Anna first told her she’d accepted the job. She’d quickly then lowered her voice, whispering urgently to her that Säter was special, a place of extremes, that it was quiet in the clinic and in the surrounding forests, but the noises were louder, the colours inside and outside were brighter somehow, more saturated; the people stood in sharp contrast to one another, and every day was different to the next. She couldn’t describe it better, she’d said, the rest had to be experienced. Anna had noticed in Lina an almost manic exuberance when talking about Säter. It was something she hadn’t really seen in her friend before.

         After the job interview, Anna was told she’d be under the supervision of psychologist Karin Vinterberg. The chief physician and head of the clinic at Säter, Sten Bjurberg, was one of Sweden’s leading psychiatrists, frequently called forward by the authorities to make a public statement about a dismembered female body in a submarine, an infant found in a freezer, or whatever heinous crime came next.

         Anna was sure she’d learn things she wouldn’t learn at a health centre or consulting firm. She thought of the people she’d known at university, sitting in these places at this moment, working away in their comfortable armchairs. She’d be anything but comfortable; that was one thing she was sure of. Her stomach gave a nasty twitch. What did it mean to be so mentally ill that you ate parts of a human being or that you molested a little boy? And how often did these patients move amongst ordinary people? Could the man next to her be a Säter inmate on leave? She glanced at him and noticed the thin strip of saliva that was climbing down his chin. She shuddered and took a sip from the coffee she’d picked up in the buffet car. Her phone flashed on the table before her.

         
            How’s it going?
      

         

         If Anna showed so much as a glimmer of apprehension right now, it would certainly make things worse. It was probably the tenth text from her mother so far today. She sighed deeply. She’d always lived like this, hounded by her mother’s turmoil and worry. As long as she could remember, she’d been there to appease her mother’s anxiety, to galvanise and inspire her. Her mother entirely lacked the capability to do this by herself. There was a void somewhere in her, hungry and howling for others to fill it. It had always taken a great deal of energy and Anna found herself continually exhausted. She hoped that with some distance, her mother could learn to let go of her and manage her emotions.

         She was grateful for her mother in a way. Growing up as a comfort blanket and unofficial therapist, she’d developed an almost supernatural instinct for other people’s emotions, even as a child. This was something she never could have studied for, and it gave her a competitive edge in her new professional life.

         Her mother had tried to persuade her not to take the job. When Anna saw the text message, she heard her frenzied voice in her head once more and quickly tried to push it away. This voice had an influence over Anna even when she didn’t want it to. She couldn’t let it make her decisions anymore, even if it had done so several times in the past.

         
            It’s going great. Beautiful nature and calm and cosy on the train.
      

         

         She hit send.

         It was hard having to lie this way, always presenting the best possible version of the truth. This was unavoidable, however, so long as she didn’t want her parents interfering in her life. Although she barely had contact with her father, she knew that his watertight silence communicated strong disapproval of her life choices. The only time she’d heard from him in the past two years was when the dog died. He’d sent her a picture of the poor animal, slumped on the operating table at the vet.

         The new job was not only far away from her parents, but far from Stockholm. She’d begun to feel the pull of loneliness when she walked along a street that she didn’t know the name of or looked into a cafe where everyone was sat glued to their phones. Many of her friends already had children, or babies on the way, and had moved out to small houses in their hometowns to settle down. Anna couldn’t bear being that close to her parents.

         She’d tried to hang onto her life in the city. She’d had Mathias in those days, when they’d lived together in his apartment. But now it had ended, she didn’t even have him anymore.

         At the very least, she’d no longer have to sit there as her mother cried over him. ‘Oh, Mathias,’ she’d exclaim as she wrung her hands in dismay, ‘you shouldn’t have left him like that. It isn’t what a woman does. You should have stayed with him and had children. I can’t believe you’re nearly thirty.’

         Anna was always irresistibly pushing the boundaries of her parents’ plans for her. They wanted her settled in Simrishamn by now, starting a family. They had their opinions. She wanted her life.

         The coffee was still hot, and she took another sip. She looked out and saw how the spruces and pines thickened in their clusters, reaching towards a narrowing sky. The small resorts whistled past, and between the trees she could just glimpse the red-timbered cottages as she approached her new hometown.

         The train lurched, and she sloshed the coffee into her lap. She swore and put the cup on the table. The man next to her groaned and stretched. She heard the conductor’s voice come over the speaker. ‘The next station is Avesta.’

         The noise and bustle of Stockholm had left her, and in its place was a tingle of anticipation that she hadn’t felt in a long time. She was to be the first CBT therapist at the clinic, working under one of the country’s most admired and feared psychiatrists and clinic managers. This was just the beginning of a nail-biting race to the top. She smiled to herself as she sat there, rocking along in time with the rhythm of the train. She wasn’t to know that the decision to take this job would change her life forever.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4
      

         

         Anna
      

          
      

         She arrived fifteen minutes late and the taxi she’d pre-booked was waiting for her at the back of the station. The driver was a large man with a belly that tumbled out over his waistband. He stepped out of the car as she approached and hitched open the boot so that she could throw in her suitcase.

         ‘So, you’re the new psychologist?’ His smile was so broad that the edges of his mouth seemed to come right out of his beard. Anna hid her surprise that he knew who she was and nodded politely as she sat in the back. As they rolled down the road, she felt her phone vibrate. Her eyes met the screen. She declined the call from her mother and looked out of the window.

         The road to the psychiatric clinic wound along the main street through the old town centre, across the bridge over the river, past the sawmill whose syrupy smell hung on the autumn air, and out along the lake on Gamla Sjukhusvägen.

         The driver noticed as she stared out to the water. ‘You can walk across the ice in winter,’ he said to her in the rearview mirror.

         Now, as the sun poked rosy-fingered through the forest and the light bounced from the black of the lake, it was hard to picture Säter, chalk-white and wintry as it would be in a few weeks’ time. The lake dipped from view and became obscured by high stacks of timber. According to hearsay, the waters of Lake Ljustern held so much drug residue that you could go swimming and come out cured of depression and sleep problems.

         ‘Do you know what’s hidden in the water?’ The driver looked at her again in the mirror. ‘The lake has five inlets, so it is fresh water, but you still hear rumours about what’s actually in there, and what it was used for.’ He paused expectantly. ‘I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You look like a smart enough girl.’

         Anna felt a brief chill and tried to think of an answer but promptly forgot what he’d said as they approached the colossal buildings and the grilled casements. Her nerves prickled in genuine discomfort as she looked up at the stately windows. She wondered what kinds of evil lived there behind all that glass, and what exactly she was supposed to do with that evil. She felt a compelling urge to flee, to simply ask the driver to take her back to the station.

         Before and behind them lay a steady stream of vehicles, all turning into the car parks of the various psychiatric wards and clinics. A thriving little metropolis of cars and people, almost like a world of their own. When the driver stopped the car, a woman in navy scrubs tore past them on a bicycle and Anna had to quickly pull the door shut again. She knew this had to be one of the physiotherapists. They were intense people, always dashing from place to place.

         Her stomach settled for a few seconds as she stepped out of the car and gazed down at where the lake met the gently swaying woods. The water showed up as an inky black against the pale blue of the sky and the shimmering clouds. She was caught up for a moment in a dizzying thrill of happiness. She could feel that there was something magical about this place.

         A sudden beam of sunlight reflected from the surface and into her face, pounding the backs of her eyes until she was forced to look away. She turned and walked towards the vast entrance.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5
      

         

         Anna
      

          
      

         Lina and her colleagues waited for chief physician and clinic manager Sten Bjurberg. He was always the last to show up and was probably this very minute stubbing out his cigarette in the outdoor hold. As Lina sat there picturing this, the door swung open and there he was. The staff watched their boss pour his coffee, drop sugar cubes into the cup and ask for the milk, as he always did. When he thought no one was watching, he slipped a diazepam into his mouth, and she saw him knocking it back with a little flick of his head.

         Lina shifted restlessly. The senior nurse tried to hurry him along, pointing to the braided basket where the sachets of milk were. Seated around the table in low armchairs were the doctors, psychiatrists and nurses of various ranks. Everyone had a stack of paper in their laps and colourful ballpoint pens in their breast pockets beneath their cobalt nameplates.

         ‘So, how have we been?’ asked Bjurberg, drawing up a chair between Lina and junior psychiatrist Dr Miro Cilic.

         ‘Yes, let’s have a look.’ The senior nurse flipped through her papers and placed one of them at the top of the pile, digging for her glasses in her breast pocket.

         Lina sighed aloud. Quite literally a loony bin, she thought to herself, looking up at the clock. Fifteen minutes had passed and they hadn’t even begun. Sometimes she wondered if the staff were the crazy ones in this place. How would she get to all the patients on her list if this had to take so long?

         ‘Yes, here we have it. Let’s begin with Section 11. Jenny became very anxious and aggressive yesterday. We supplied her two benzos to settle her down. She wanted someone to talk to, but there was no one to facilitate, so the staff did the best they could.’

         Those in the team who knew Jenny nodded, and Lina noticed Miro Cilic jot something down in his papers.

         ‘Did she eat as she was supposed to?’

         The nurse avoided his gaze, seeming to squirm slightly. ‘No, not much. She was mostly smoking and drinking a lot of coffee.’

         ‘And you thought it was strange that she seemed anxious?’ Cilic slowly shook his head and scribbled down another note. ‘Make sure she eats before you give her any medicine next time. Remember, we never forget to check HALT – Hungry, Angry, Lonely, Tired.’

         Lina liked that Miro wasn’t as trigger-happy with the prescription pad as the other psychiatrists. It was just one of the many reasons she liked him. Unfortunately, she was far from the only one who saw him this way. He must produce some kind of strange pheromone, she thought as she looked at him. Yes, a pheromone that dragged the nurses into his orbit, like bees around strawberries on a summer’s day.

         ‘So, how far did we get with letting her talk to someone?’ ventured Lina.

         ‘What good would that do? Next.’

         Lina now noticed how Miro was looking at her, his gaze moving against her body like a heat lamp. She tried to concentrate on her paper but peeked up at him in spite of herself. He looked her in the eyes, briefly and intensely, giving her an almost imperceptible smile. The millisecond of eye contact sent a ripple of joy through her.

         ‘Yes, that’s everything from the women. Let’s move on to the men. Ronny’s been turbulent lately. We’ve upped his dose of alimemazine, but if he shows any more aggressive tendencies, we’ll have to belt him. Maybe give him risperidone too, if he starts to get psychotic again?’

         The others nodded in agreement.

         ‘What else do we have?’ asked Bjurberg.

         ‘Well, we got calls from Sala early this morning and we’re expecting a transfer here. Still a little unclear on when it’ll be. We’re preparing the department to receive the patient. The forensic psychiatric examination is on its way.’

         ‘Who is the patient? Just quickly. Name, age and conviction?’ replied Bjurberg, barely looking up from the medication lists he was about to sign.

         ‘He’s coming here because he’s from Dalarna and wants to be closer to home. He has performed exceptionally well, and a change of environment was considered appropriate. Villy Svensson, 55, committed to psychiatric care after stabbing his younger brother to death. No prior criminal record. Experienced some kind of psychotic break at the time of the incident.’

         Bjurberg raised his eyebrows.

         ‘According to his records, he suffered from a delusional disorder just before the break, likely related to prescription drug abuse. He has behaved very well at Sala. They think that we can take the next step in treatment, and believe in due course he may be ready for therapy sessions…’ The nurse looked suddenly flustered and fiddled with her papers.

         The last two words hung in the room heavy as lead, like the silence after a bad joke. Everyone looked at Bjurberg. Lina sensed the unspoken cynicism and cringed inwardly. She hated to think of Anna facing the doctors’ scepticism towards therapy. Säter had suffered a recent scandal where patients had confessed to things in therapy, leading to false convictions. This incident had rendered Säter a pariah in the eyes of the medical community, and the clinic was now recruiting a ‘psychologist of the future’ in the interests of rebranding themselves following the humiliation.

         ‘Therapy sessions,’ muttered Bjurberg. Cilic’s eyes darted around as if he was ready to say something, and Lina looked at him hopefully. He remained silent. Clearly, he was still Bjurberg’s errand boy.

         Lina shuddered. Surely it was the whole workforce that held responsibility for what happened. The psychologists couldn’t shoulder the entire blame. It was up to Bjurberg and the management to own their mistakes, but also up to everyone who’d worked there and believed in the methods used. Of course, though, it had been the psychologists who’d taken the fall. The shadow remained over everyone, and Lina Vikingsson felt it as she sat at the table today.

         ‘Well, we’ll see how we approach their proposed plan of care. Probably just a customary handover where we arrange a meeting for the parties concerned. Who is handling it from our side?’

         ‘That would be Stark,’ replied the nurse, writing down the names of those involved.

         ‘Which doctor? I would suggest Dr Cilic,’ Bjurberg said, without waiting for a response. Cilic nodded.

         ‘What about the therapy sessions?’ Cilic directed at Bjurberg.

         ‘We’ll let the new psychologist starting today take the lead. Anna Varga. It’ll look good with our new CBT approach. That concludes our meeting.’

         It was time to go out to the patients. Cilic moved closer to Bjurberg and murmured something to him. Bjurberg nodded. Lina got up, rinsed out her coffee mug and put it in the dishwasher. None of the other doctors did the same. She needed to go on her rounds, and she could feel the resistance welling up within her. She pushed it away and focused on the task at hand.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6
      

         

         Nils
      

          
      

         Nils laid the oars parallel to one another. He swung himself up and planted his feet in the soft grass that lined the water’s edge. He leant down to loop the rope over the pole and rose, looking out to the water as he always did.

         The mist that swept the surface of Ljustern had cleared. He could see the lake now, almost in its entirety, from where he was standing. A paddling of mallards rippled the water as they launched and took wing over the lake. He drank in the clear autumn air. No place on earth could compare to this; he was sure of it.

         The forensic psychiatric hospital towered behind him with its ochre-yellow façade, the windows watching the lake like great eyes. Quite a beautiful view to waste on the condemned and sick, he thought to himself. Or was it just what they needed, those wounded people, so dangerous to themselves and others that they couldn’t even stay in a prison?

         It was no coincidence that this site had been selected, at the beginning of the twentieth century, for the country’s most beautiful hospital. The area was secluded from society but still close enough for those who worked there to access it. The buildings were designed as an oasis from the cold north wind, close to water and with plenty of arable land. The Old Pavilion Ward, furthest away from the other buildings, was where Sweden’s most dangerous people were locked up. What lay within those burnt-out walls and skeletal window grilles today was the stuff of urban legend, and no one ever willingly crossed the threshold. Nils got goosebumps when he looked in that direction.

         There came a rustling noise in the bushes behind him. He turned. Something was moving among the branches. Footsteps. He peered between the gaps in the leaves, but all went quiet again. Could he have imagined it? He stood still for several seconds, listening for movement. He wondered momentarily if he’d started to lose his touch. He was well over eighty now. But according to the doctor at his last check-up, his physique was that of a sixty-year-old.

         It was time to make his way to the golf course. He made sure once more that the boat was firmly attached and began walking. His knees creaked, begrudging the first steps. As he drew nearer, he saw cars approaching the hospital. Nils’ face twisted into a grimace. A muscle quivered in his cheek as he bit his jaws together.

         The old asylum had come to life for another day, where the healthy would flock to take care of the sick. The healthy and the sick. Which was which? No matter what he tried, he could never quite shrug off the suspicions he harboured towards that place. There were secrets in there, and those who kept the secrets. Those who’d taken control of the lives of others.

         He shook his head and avoided looking at the hospital. He tried to let go of these troublesome thoughts and focused instead on his mid-morning snack. He turned around once more and looked down to the grove by the lake. All was still.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7
      

         

         Anna
      

          
      

         ‘Patient or staff? Or family member?’ A man stepped out in front of her as she approached the entrance and stared her up and down.

         ‘I’m sorry?’ Anna stared back at him, perplexed by the interrogation. ‘Uh. Staff. New psychologist here.’

         ‘Right, then. I’ll go ahead. I’m in a hurry.’

         She noticed a cross tattooed on his neck and his ripped blue jeans. He pushed past her into the entrance, scanned his ID card and disappeared into the dark hall. Judging by his entrance method, he apparently worked here.

         She looked at herself in the glass door. Did she look like a patient? Her hair was styled nicely, and her clothes clean and in good condition. She stepped forwards. She didn’t look like anything was wrong with her. Yes, she thought, it had been a bit of an insult actually. He was gone, though, and now she could start her day by clearing the security barriers at least.

         The security at Säter had been improved and intensified after a recent escape attempt. One morning, a patients’ relative had driven headlong into the main doors in his Ford Fiesta. He’d even taken an occupational therapist hostage in a bid to get his brother out of the clinic. The police quickly apprehended him and released the unfortunate therapist, who was already on part-time stress leave. Unsurprisingly, from this point onward, he was signed off sick indefinitely. After that, all security measures were revised.

         The entire front of the building was restructured, with state-of-the-art surveillance, byzantine alarm systems and four different secure entrance chambers. Anna found herself now in the second of these and spoke into the intercom.

         ‘I’m the new psychologist.’ She waited for a signal. The lock hummed and clicked open, and she went on through. The metal door slammed behind her with a bang. She was in a silent, windowless cell. A door opened and a female guard came in.

         ‘Stand like this,’ she demonstrated, standing wide-legged with her arms at her sides. Anna did as she was told and the guard searched her, grazing her body with gentle hands.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8
      

         

         Sven
      

          
      

         From the outside, retired detective Sven Järring’s seemed to live a good life. His house was in the leafy suburbs, his car was a Volvo, and his dog was a black Lab. Sven had just finished his early morning jog with the dog at his heels, a winding route through the upmarket and downmarket neighbourhoods of Borlänge. After more than thirty years in the region, he knew more about the city than most people. He felt a glow of fulfilment thinking of the individual cases he’d worked on here or there, the drug deals they’d intercepted and the murders they’d solved.

         But he knew his mission wasn’t over until those last puzzle pieces fell into place about what was really going on just up the road in Säter. The truth of what was going on behind the strange events at the clinic had seemed teasingly close on several occasions. The police had gotten involved, it had then slipped through his fingers, but he suspected that the latest scandal at the clinic concealed something far greater. His wife had long since grown tired of his brooding, to the point that he was no longer allowed to talk about it. To all observers now he lived a quiet life as a pensioner.

         By far the most troublesome element of the scandal, though, was the disappearance of the lead psychologist. According to police she’d resigned and left, but there was no information on where she was now. Someone mentioned that she’d started working in Norway. Strangely enough, there was no record of her at any national border or anywhere else. She seemingly had no family; she was never reported missing and there was no suspicion of foul play. Järring had noticed recently that they’d been recruiting for a new psychologist. Her replacement would be due to start there any day now, he imagined.

         Of course, he’d interviewed Bjurberg several times on the grounds of a possible link between the scandal and the disappearance. He’d been met with stony denial each time, and there’d emerged no evidence of any such link. Bjurberg maintained that the psychologist had disappeared voluntarily, to escape trial by media and the burden of shame.

         This was now the official line, and it stood up to all interrogation. Sven Järring remained sceptical, however, especially when he considered the unexplained releases and transfers, and the questionable relationships between staff and patients. The clues had dissolved like tablets in water from the moment he was on the trail.

         Above the desk in his basement office, Sven had taped the portraits of the last three heads of the clinic. This morning, he studied one of them especially closely. An imposing face framed with dark, intense brows.

         ‘Good morning, Bjurberg, old chap. A new day for you and me. What is it you’re hiding?’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9
      

         

         Anna
      

          
      

         Anna was greeted by a short older woman, with rigid-looking hair permed in enormous curls. Her grip was soft and warm, and she introduced herself as a medical secretary. Anna knew she’d want to stay on her good side. Getting help with admin would make life far more straightforward here. Maybe flattery would help. Anna smiled kindly at her and deliberately complimented her delicate curls.

         The woman thanked her, beaming like a tiny radiant sun. ‘How was your trip here?’

         ‘It was great, actually. Everyone has been so helpful. You know, even the taxi driver knew who I was. Isn’t that wild?’

         ‘No, no.’ The woman smiled. All of her wrinkles seemed to wink at Anna in unison. ‘This is Säter, you know. We look out for each other here.’

         ‘Well, I guess I’ll have to get used to it then. It was just like that where I grew up in Simrishamn. Not so much in Stockholm, though.’ Anna smiled back at her, relishing the smallest sense of home in this new place.

         ‘Ah, the East. How lovely. But you know, it’s strange. Things are a little… back to front up here. In these parts, we cut down the trees around every house; down there you try to plant as many trees as possible around each house, and the rest is barren land.’

         Anna let out a little laugh at this observation and nodded. ‘True.’

         ‘Yes, but I hope you’ll enjoy it even though things are a bit different up here. You’ll feel it, especially in the valleys, you know.’

         Anna nodded. She was sure she was going to enjoy it. She wanted to ask more, but the woman had already made off along the corridor.

         ‘There’s a room here for you. It belonged to the old psychologist. She’s gone now…’ She gestured, waving her red shellac nails. A brief silence fell between them. Anna looked at her and hoped she’d say something else. ‘And there’s the staffroom, the toilet and here are your colleagues.’ Her index finger darted from place to place, like the beak of a little bird. Every door was identical and there wasn’t a single nameplate.

         ‘I’ll find my way around soon, I suppose.’

         ‘I’ll leave you here; I’ve got a lot to catch up on. Welcome, once again,’ she said and turned on her heels.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10
      

         

         Anna
      

          
      

         Anna stood alone in the vast corridor. The silence around her felt almost surreal, pressing in on all sides. Hers was the room at the far end. She began to drag her suitcase along behind her. She felt self-conscious at the sound it made, echoing between the walls, and decided to carry it instead. She began to sweat from the effort and unbuttoned her jacket. Now there was only the echo of her shoes and the buzz of the fluorescent lights that blared as she passed the soundproofed doors.

         She unlocked her office. There was the rudimentary desk and chair. The last psychologist had also left a withered potted plant in the window, a turquoise desk mat and two old laminate chairs. Anna hung her jacket on the clothes hook and pushed the bag behind the door. The room felt sterile.

         She pulled the curtains aside to allow the daylight in. From now on, this was her space. Her heart pounded harder as she peeked out into the woods through the grilled windows. She took a few deep breaths and ran the tap, watching how the water flowed and spiralled, and washed herself briefly at the sink. This kind of room probably doubled as a medical room, she thought to herself. She looked in the mirror. There she was. The psychologist of the future.

         She leant closer to the glass and studied herself. Those blue eyes that defied explanation. Neither her mother nor her father had blue eyes. She peered into them. Was she the postman’s child? The plumber’s child? It had always been played off as a longstanding family joke, but she’d never found it funny. Anna stood close enough that her breath cast a slight mist on the mirror. She could just see the outlines of letters in the glass. What did that say? She took a step back.

         A loud knock on the door made her jump.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11
      

         

         Lina
      

          
      

         Lina was supposed to make her rounds with Tommy, who’d worked at the hospital since he’d finished school. He was close to retirement these days, and Lina understood that he had very little education, but what he had on his side was an intimate knowledge of the building. She sometimes felt at a disadvantage next to the old nurses, who knew every nook and cranny of the old psychiatric hospital. She drew instead from her own life experiences, which differed completely to theirs. Some she talked about, but others remained her own secrets.

         ‘Are you ready?’ asked Tommy, meeting her eyes.

         ‘Absolutely, let’s go.’

         Lina never really felt ready to see these sick people who’d done things that disgusted her. Didn’t some of them deserve to be treated as they’d treated others? She kept these thoughts to herself. To all outward observers, she was an ambitious junior doctor, who enjoyed a unique relationship with the consultants. Her unusual background allowed her to empathise with patients on a more personal level, but this also made her more disgusted by them, and more entitled to that disgust. The patients liked her, however, and she liked that they did; in this she felt power and affirmation. This was one of the reasons she’d chosen psychiatry as her specialty training. When the repulsion came flooding in, she’d repeat to herself the words of her supervisor like a mantra. Crime is the product of illness. We are treating that illness and protecting the person from reoffending. Crucially it meant protecting the public from these sick bastards, Lina thought to herself as they walked the corridors.

         The ward was on the second floor of a grand three-storey house, built entirely around a courtyard. Outside, the inmates were kept under surveillance. Some of them were even allowed on walks in the area under staff supervision. These weren’t the patients Lina had. She had the most dangerous, who weren’t authorised to go outside or left unattended even when they went to the toilet.

         Through a narrow window, she could see men in single file, arms hanging limply to their sides. They were all sedated so that their bodies were completely devoid of spontaneous movement. With dragging steps, they slung themselves forward – rapists, serial killers, paedophiles. They were a sobering sight, the living dead.

         At least they couldn’t do any damage in here. And they paid her salary. Tommy swiped his ID to open the door and they proceeded along the dimly lit staff corridor.

         ‘Good weekend then?’ Lina tried to break the difficult silence with some weak small talk.

         ‘Yep, sure was,’ replied Tommy briefly, gulping a little breath on the last syllable as people from Dalarna tend to do.

         ‘Was there anything important in the handover from last night to this morning?’

         ‘No, nothing important. Ronny was the same as usual.’

         ‘Right… sedatives, then?’ She made a mental note of this but could feel a lump rising in the back of her throat. She’d known Ronny in the past; she’d never revealed this to anyone and never intended to either.

         Tommy nodded. Ronny was a constant headache for them. He was uncomfortable to interact with and could be quite manipulative. He’d been convicted of multiple crimes and had spent significant periods in prison. His latest conviction he wouldn’t be able to appeal: he had stabbed a fifteen-year-old boy to death with a pair of scissors before several witnesses on the underground. The investigation stated that Ronny had been hearing voices urging him to kill. The boy had been on his way home from badminton practice. Ronny had claimed that the boy had a gun, but all that had been found was a badminton racket in his sports bag.

         Ronny had been diagnosed with schizophrenia and auditory hallucinations. Lina had frequently doubted the legitimacy of this diagnosis. He’d excelled at IQ tests, performing to Mensa level, but talked slowly and monosyllabically, as if developmentally impaired.

         They passed through another set of doors, which thudded metallically behind them. They’d reached the second floor. Their foreheads sweltered under the yellow glare of fluorescent lights.

         ‘We’ll meet with the two nurses first, and then we’ll see if the patients have anything to bring to our attention.’

         ‘Sounds good.’ Lina steeled herself, stretching her neck with her hands behind her head as they unlocked the final door and entered the ward.

         There on one of the sofas, she saw Ronny sitting next to a nurse. He glowered at her. She didn’t respond to his gaze and moved on.

         She’d become good at hiding the fact that her little brother’s significantly older friend was locked up here. Several times since she started, she’d had to put him in the belt and medicate him when his behaviour became threatening. It wasn’t easy for her, but neither of them had let on about their shared history. It could never come out; she could never risk that. Lina’s plan was to palm him off to another doctor as soon as she could, but so far everyone had declined, and as a junior doctor she was still too far down the hierarchy to get what she wanted.
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