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Chapter 1: The Sea’s Sway

 

When everything was too fast, too intense, too crowded with worry, her only respite was the sea. Its calming blue or its stormy grey or the white horses riding over it - she could watch and find a tiny space inside her that was still tranquil.

Emma Mason sat cross-legged on the damp grass, looking out through the clear plastic fence. She had been disappointed it wasn’t cool glass, to calm the hot turbulence inside her head, but it couldn’t be glass, could it? Not here. Too risky.

Three months. She had been imprisoned here for three months. No, not imprisoned - what was that word they used? Detained. She had been detained, because she had a mental disorder and she posed a high risk to herself. There was that word again: risk. It permeated the very atmosphere of the rooms, the breath of the staff, the wary glances between patients.

It was the kind of prison that lied. It showed you bright, open spaces, good food, the garden overlooking the sea - and it tried to convince you that you were free. Merely resting here a while.

But she felt trapped and itchy. They wouldn’t give her paper to write down all the things she needed to remember. They wouldn’t let her spend two hours in the shower, making sure every inch of her skin was given equal attention. They wouldn’t let her fold her clothes and order them how she chose on the shelves. They wouldn’t let her abate the storm, even if only for a few moments.

As the days had eked out into weeks and expanded into months, Emma’s concerns had grown. The nurses knew nothing about her and the doctor only pushed his cocktail of pills on her. The therapist wanted to talk about her mother and her father and her brother, even though Emma never said a word. She was overwhelmed, consumed by the idea that this was a hospital that didn’t actually want her to get better.

Was she finally losing her mind, turning into one of those conspiracy people from the internet, the kind her brother Max made mocking documentaries about? Or was she merely being realistic? Her mother was paying a small fortune for her stay at this “elite establishment”, which made it sound like a yoga retreat or wellness spa rather than an asylum with fake white smiles. Why would the staff here want her to get well? She was making them a ton of money by staying ill.

She had only two saving graces in this place. Max, returned from his exotic travels and somehow turned human by them, wanted to give her gifts of sweet treats. Perhaps to make up for years of little brother bullying, doing anything and everything to get their father’s attention. Now it was too late for either of them to gain his approval.

The gifts made the hours more bearable, though between them and the drugs, she was increasing in size like a balloon waiting to burst. She tried to give them away, but most people here were suspicious. Emma could understand their fears. This place was supposedly designed to soothe them, but it made Emma feel watched, scrutinised.

She had one other saviour. Little Amy, as she called her inside her head, had only been with her six weeks but Emma knew her immediately as a kindred spirit. Her struggles were all on the inside, not on display like some of the others, but she didn’t deserve this place either. She had arrived with an escort of police officers, but someone so slight, so pale, couldn’t possibly be a criminal.

Amy didn’t like to leave her room. Amy didn’t leave her room at all, in fact, so Emma couldn’t show her the distant sea and explain how much it helped her. More than the drugs, more than the therapists, more even than the conversations they shared - such as they were.

“Time for bed, Emma.”

The nurse touched her arm before she could react. Emma cried out and jumped to her feet, her arm stinging with the brush through her cardigan. She fought it for a moment, trying to remember all those things the therapist said, but the urge was too great.

She touched her other arm in the same place, evening out the sensation, but then her left leg flared, demanding its own attention. Your father is dead. What will happen to your mother? Pay attention to the details. Make it right and God will spare her.

She touched her legs, one after the other, and then her cheeks, one-two. The nurse - Miriam, that was her name - tried to distract her, and Emma’s hand slipped, brushing her chin instead.

Start again. Arm, arm, leg -

“Stop, Emma. Come inside.”

- leg, cheek -

“What’s the worst that could happen?”

My mother will die. Everyone will die. I can prevent it. I can make it right.

She’d lost the pattern again. She hadn’t even managed it once, let alone completed the holy three sets. She felt the anxiety rise in her, the flutter in her chest that meant she was losing control. She had to get back to her room, finish the job. Ward off Death for another day.

She sped past the nurse, dodging left and right to avoid the other patients and staff, allowing no one to touch her. She had to get back to her room. Her skin was burning all over, screaming out the pattern, begging her for symmetry and alignment.

Emma didn’t see her. She collided straight into her, almost knocking her over in the bedroom corridor. The ghost of a woman, already starting her night of pacing, with her grey hair in disarray and her rictus smile without teeth.

“Let go of me, demon!”

But it was Ffion gripping Emma’s arms, over the points of their burning, shaking her in desperation, in fear. Emma tried to protest her innocence, but she couldn’t find the words, the right words. What could she say to make it better, apologise, undo her mistake?

“Demon! DEMON!”

Ffion’s bellowing drew the nurses, who carefully pulled them apart without much force at all. Emma watched her eyes, how they rolled in her head, how she was getting worse every day, her shouting louder, her words about demons more frantic and terrified. Ffion had been here for months - was this what happened to people who stayed here?

Ffion continued her pacing as if nothing had happened and Emma retreated to her room, shrugging off their hands, their comfort. So many touches that she couldn’t possibly keep track. How could she make it right? How could she undo?

She couldn’t. It was hopeless. She couldn’t do this alone. She couldn’t do this with other people. She felt like she had only one friend in the entire world, but how could she say all these things and make herself understood? She never seemed to have the words.

But if she gave up, she would stay here forever. She had to try - for her family, for herself. To appease the God who had taken her father and would surely come for her mother. To avoid the demons that haunted Ffion, and might yet come for her.

For that, she needed an ally.

She carefully wrote a note on a paper towel with a stolen pen. The words smudged and the letters were uneven, but the twenty-third attempt was passable. She folded and refolded it a number of times, aligning the edges perfectly, before she crept out into the corridor and pushed her note under Amy’s door.

Returning to her bed, she pushed open her window, wrapped herself in her blanket, and waited. Only a few minutes later she heard the answering sound of a window opening.

“Are you there?”

“I’m here.”

Amy’s voice was soft, rasping, as if her mouth was too dry and her words barely formed by it. Emma took a few moments, a few minutes, to find the right words. To tell Amy exactly what had happened in the corridor, how she felt. However, the spectre of the ward round tomorrow filled her head and she could talk of nothing else.

“Max thinks I’m getting worse.” She paused, took a breath. “He thinks I stutter more. It’s only with him, though, and the nurses. I don’t stutter with you.”

It was true - Amy’s silence, through the window, allowed her space to think and form her words. At first, Amy had tried to ask her things, but Emma was derailed by questions and prone to panic when confronted with them. Now Amy just listened.

“I’ve lived with my little rituals for a long time. I don’t know why they’ve shut me away now. I felt a bit strange that day, that’s all - but I can’t describe it, not to them.”

From what Emma could remember, she’d broken down in her brother’s car and panicked in the street, calling out a torrent of things that made no sense. The psychiatrist called it psychosis. Emma feared it was a worn-out brain finally reaching its breaking point.

She could hear crying through the wall. Ffion’s bitter tears, the ones that begged for a mercy that never came. Emma knew that all too well. So she listened - to Amy’s silence, Ffion’s tears, and the gentle movement of the sea against the shore.

And willed her mind not to break.

 

 

 


Chapter 2: The Escaped Crusader

 

Bradley Thompson got in from work at seven o’clock, reheated leftover spaghetti bolognese, and watched an hour of mindless television. He took a brief shower, sluicing away a day’s worth of grime and grease from the garage, before dressing all in black and stuffing his balaclava in his pocket. He left behind the knife, because it was a distraction - when a man had a weapon, he forgot how to use his body to fight. Using the back door, he stepped out into the night and started walking.

The secret to living a lie was to live it completely. As soon as his sister had dropped him off on the outskirts of Bristol, he no longer had a sister. Jason Carr was dead - and Bradley Thompson was born.

With fake ID and a wad of cash, he floated around Bristol’s hostels until he found a garage willing to take on a mechanic with no questions asked - and none answered. The boss found him a place to rent, owned by a mate who didn’t mind the lack of references, and the boys at the garage welcomed “Taffy Lee” into their small business of dodgy car fixing.

From experience he could no longer name, Bradley knew his way around a stolen motor and cash in hand suited him just fine. For a couple of weeks, he kept his head down and fixed up the cars, silent and avoidant until the others left him alone with his work. When a big guy with a shaved head and tats didn’t want to talk, you didn’t push him.

Yet it wasn’t enough any more, a nine-to-five and a place of his own. One time, he would’ve given anything for a fresh start, like the one gifted to him. The man he had once been had dreamed of that, between prison and Amy -

He couldn’t think of her. That one piece of his past was not so easily forgotten. If he started down that road, he would up and leave, run back to Cardiff and his former life as assistant to an elite hacker. Find her, protect her - and end up in prison for helping her. She had arranged all this to keep him safe. He would not let her down.

Except he was already putting that safety in jeopardy. Walking towards Clifton Down, he was looking for trouble. If he were caught, the police would soon rip through his false identity and he would be back in jail.

But he couldn’t leave it alone. Night after night, he had entered the dark parts of the city, stopping muggings, protecting the homeless. This latest crime seemed made for him: a spate of rapes over The Downs, the perp unknown and making the police look like idiots. Bradley Thompson wouldn’t know anything about how to hunt down a rapist, but Jason had not forgotten, could not forget. Was he supposed to just sit at home and do nothing?

That’s what she would want him to do. But Jason’s strengths were in his ability to sniff out the streets and break heads. He wanted to be something more than that, but that was the truth of him. Denying it was futile - even under a different name and in a different city, he couldn’t unmake himself.

After an hour’s walk across the city, Jason reached the edge of Clifton Down. The green space was part of one of the most affluent areas in Bristol, which was probably why the sexual assaults had caused such panic and raised so much media attention. Jason relied on the press for most of his information these days, no direct link to the police to guide his investigating.

He missed them, his friends with the police - and he never thought he’d say that. Ex-cons didn’t have friends who were coppers, men who’d watch his back, cared about his fate. He had no idea what that friendship had cost them, as they’d turned a blind eye to his flight. He wanted to know, but then again he didn’t. He had enough guilt to carry.

As he’d done every night this week, he started jogging along the most obvious paths, keeping an eye out for a likely suspect. He wasn’t used to running, out of the habit since the prison treadmill, but this week of jogging had given him some stamina for the hours ahead. Despite the assaults, he wasn’t alone, though the huddles of women gave him the eye when he passed them.

The crowds thinned as the night drew in, until it was only Jason jogging the paths and only rarely spotting another loner. This was the prime time for the attacker to strike, his hunting ground ripe when his prey were scattered. Where was he hiding? Could Jason find him before another girl met with him?

Jason ran for another thirty, forty, sixty minutes before deciding he’d better call it a night. He was the only one on the paths now and that made him look guilty, skulking around the park at night.

Then he saw her. A lone woman with her head down, jogging ahead of him with bulky headphones covering her ears. And behind her, about fifty feet away, an anonymous man running in black.

Jason increased his speed, putting on a sprint to cover the hundred yards between them. The man reached for the woman’s shoulder - and Jason collided with him, knocking him off the path and rolling him down into a ditch.

The woman ran on, oblivious, as Jason straddled the man’s back. He tugged on his balaclava, before rolling the man and peering into his face through the murk. He looked like any other guy, shocked but guilty as fuck, struggling to get away.

“Thought you’d try your luck with another one?”

His confession was written all over his face. Though that wasn’t Jason’s job here. He hauled the guy up and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. It was amazing what you could buy on the internet, and old-fashioned police handcuffs were in high demand. Jason doubted anyone else was using them for cuffing a rapist to a tree.

“You can’t just leave me here!”

The man’s voice was whining, nasal, but Jason ignored him. He checked the bloke’s pockets, removed his phone and dialled 999.

“Hello - which service do you require?”

“Police. I’ve got your Clifton rapist. Come and get him.”

Jason dumped the phone at the man’s feet and walked away, ignoring the man’s crying and swearing and shouting, as he slowly smiled to himself.

Maybe, somewhere, Amy was proud of him.

One day, he would tell her how proud he was of her.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3: Fear the Reaper

 

They were coming. She could hear them in the walls.

The little box on the ceiling flashed its red light, the eye of the devil, watching her. It was only a matter of time now. She’d thought they had gone away but they never would. They had merely been sleeping, waiting.

Now they were coming - she knew it with absolute certainty. She had no hope now.

Ffion curled up beneath her blanket and tried not to meet the eye’s gaze, bony fingers clutching at her hair. Her body was weak, so very weak, and she could not summon the energy to even turn in her bed, so she could see the eye no longer. She was wasting away in this stifling box, moving slowly towards death by inches.

Some nights, it was better - when the drugs were so strong she was unconscious within moments, falling into dreamless sleep, or when her therapist’s words stayed in her head: “What are the alternative explanations, Ffion? What else could be going on? Why don’t you colour in this mandala?”

But what was the point in fighting it? The fear would always return, that unstoppable feeling of being watched, of her punishment being prepared just out of sight. She could hear their laughter, the anticipation.

She had done terrible things, unspeakable things. If only she could remember what they were, she might be able to plead for forgiveness. Yet she could not remember, her thoughts thick, sucking mud that would barely let words pass her lips. She knew she had wronged many, and could not be saved, yet the details of her damnation escaped her.

The doctors and nurses tried to tell her it would be okay, but they couldn’t see that she was hollow inside, nothing but bones and skin to cover the rot. Something was eating away inside her, wrapped around her stomach so she couldn’t eat. It had loosened its grip this week, and she’d had a piece of toast and a few chocolates that could slip past the constriction. Even tea no longer soothed her, the burning reminding her of the impending hellfire that awaited her.

It was hot now, for October. Or was it November? She had been here for weeks, months, and time had grown meaningless to her. Her brain scrambled to remember the date before she checked the little phone her daughter had brought her - October 31st. Hallowe’en.

It was twenty minutes to midnight, the witching hour. She had never believed in such things - or, at least, that any such thing could harm her, as long as she attended chapel and said her prayers. She had never been one for churching in her youth, but she had learned to appease God if she wanted to live.

Now the dark things were getting louder, closer. Whatever she had done, perhaps now was the hour of her reckoning. Would God have mercy on her? Or would the demons drag her down without trial, her sins too weighty for contemplation, redemption?

Her skin was blistering already - the fires must be close now. Her heart pounded in her chest, her temples pulsing, like a war tattoo on a single, sonorous drum. She saw them creeping into the corners of her vision, little blurry shadows scuttling up the walls. They’re here, they’re here…

They were a chorus unseen, a hundred voices surrounding her, but only one or two calling clear, and their message was death. Her death and eternal torment. She had been living with its weight for months now, unable to escape the impending doom.

Briefly, she had surfaced - over the past few days, the grip of Death had loosened and she had begun to hope. Smiled, even, and told the nurses she thought she might be a little better. A little closer to life. What a fool she had been.

She tried to be brave and remember to breathe, to concentrate on the breath moving within her body, the sensations that were real. That’s what her therapist told her - concentrate on reality, on what you can feel within you. But her body felt too tight, too hot, her arms and legs throbbing with the beat of her racehorse heart. She tried to contain herself, but her body was flooded by fear.

She wanted to cry out, to scream for help, but the sound wouldn’t leave her mouth, her throat closing under the pressure of the weight around her neck. A warm, sticky trickle ran down from her left nostril and onto her lip, the salty iron taste telling her she was bleeding. She had been right all along - she was dying, and they were coming for her. She had no recourse, no escape.

Lights started flashing above her head, the red fires of hell rising, and she could smell burning flesh, the thick smoke invading her nose and throat, choking her. One eye was enveloped in fire and she could see no more. Her limbs left her control and shook violently, ceaselessly.

This was the end and she had predicted it.

Hell on Earth.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 4: Girl Offline

 

Amy woke to the sound of sirens outside her window.

As her stiff, tired body jolted upright, she saw the blue lights pulsing through her permanently-shut curtains. They were here - were they here for her? Had the National Crime Agency suddenly changed their mind and decided to bring her in?

Then she heard the commotion in the corridor, the barely-contained panic in the voices, and the sound of a woman crying. One voice counted aloud, “…twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five…”

Amy swung her legs over the bed and then stopped. Did she really want to know what was happening outside? Did she want to see, to become part of it? Meddling in dangerous situations was exactly what had brought her here. These were the parts of the world that she wanted to keep away from her.

“Oh no…oh no…”

The sobbing woman’s voice made her feet hit the floor, snatching up her sister’s old hoodie and tugging it over her hospital nightdress. Emma was crying. Something bad had happened and Emma was crying.

The voice had stopped counting and had been replaced by a digital monotone.

“Analysing heart rhythm. Do not touch the patient.”

Amy crossed to the door, the silence of the corridor enshrouded by a communally-held breath.

“Shock advised. Press the flashing button now.”

For the first time since she’d been admitted to this place, Amy opened her own door and peered out into the corridor. The lights were bright, blinding, and a cluster of people were spilling out of a room two doors down. Emma stood in the corridor, hugging herself, shaking with her sobs.

“Stand clear!” someone called, and the cluster edged back, afraid.

“Shock delivered,” the mechanical voice said, as if this was nothing more interesting than the weather.

A stampede of boots came down the corridor and two paramedics rushed past, moving Emma aside and trying to dislodge the crowd by the door.

Emma saw Amy in the doorway and ran to her, throwing herself on Amy’s slight frame and crying into her shoulder. Amy barely caught her, startled and out of her depth. She was usually the one to be comforted, wrapped in Jason’s arms and plied with tea. Her own attempts had always fallen short.

“She’s dead,” Emma cried. “Ffion’s dead.”

Ffion… The ghostly woman sailing past Amy’s door, night after night, muttering about the monsters coming for her. Amy felt something lurch in her chest - someone she knew was dead.

The only other loss she had known was her grandmother, who went to the hospital one day and never came back, leaving Amy and Lizzie alone. Yet they had lost the old woman long before that, their souls slowly fading in her eyes day by day until she didn’t know them at all.

“They can still save her,” Amy mumbled.

However, while the paramedics were still working, they did not look optimistic. Ffion was transferred to the stretcher they had brought, out in the corridor, someone still jumping up and down on her chest, but their movements were listless, hopeless.

As the trolley flew past her, Amy caught sight of Ffion’s face - her staring eyes, her mouth slack around the tube inside it, the trail of blood from her nose, the pinkish froth around her lips. But it was her hands that startled Amy - the claws they had formed, the nails broken and bloodied. Desperate hands.

Ffion had not died quietly. Yet no one had heard her.

Amy had lived with death for many years, had made it her business when the opportunity presented itself. But confined by her anxiety, she had always been one step removed. Seeing the details in photographs, hearing their horror in the slight tremor of Jason’s voice as he recounted the crime scene to her.

Now she had seen the face of death, and it brought back that familiar lurch of panic, the fear of her own mortality. I am not safe here.

Abruptly, Emma’s warmth moved away from her and Amy saw the bulk of Sandy fill her vision, the strict nurse’s face twisted into an unhappy line.

“You both need to come with me,” she said, Scottish brogue thicker with sleep deprivation. “Terrible, terrible business.”

Amy froze, her feet rooted to the spot. “C-come with you?”

Sandy sighed. “Yes, with me. Now. You cannae stay here.”

Amy backed towards her door, fingers finding the frame. “This is my room.”

“You’ll have to be moved. Come and have a cup of tea now.”

No…no…no…

Amy heard shouting, and realised it was her own voice. The surge of panic was immediate, vicious, like an unstoppable tsunami of emotion. A woman had died here and they wanted to take Amy away from the one sure place she had?

She’d been a fool to think her anxiety had gone away. It had only been contained by the four familiar walls of her hospital bedroom, but now it was back, and raging, and there was no comfort to be found. Amy Lane was a brilliant hacker, ally to the police and champion of justice. But Amy Loach was a sad little girl who was flying apart in the face of her fears.

Emma had started crying again, and Sandy was calling for help, for someone to do something - to stop these hysterical women from getting out of hand.

“She needs some PRN - quickly, now.”

Pro re nata - “when necessary”. That’s what the ward manager Lois had told her, when she’d asked. She was young, with shiny black bobbed hair, but her smile was an iron fist within a velvet glove. The nursing staff here thought her favourite little blue pills were a lot less necessary than Amy did, but what the hell did they know about it?

Amy’s chest felt tight, the world spinning away, the air thinning. She fell into it wearily, too tired to fight the rising panic. She should be used to this by now, her body’s revolt against sanity. Was this how Ffion had felt, just before she died? Terrified of the monsters in her head?

Could a person die from fear? Could she?

That thought threw petrol on the fire of her panic, and Amy was consumed in it. The tiny plastic pot with its blue saviours barely registered, as she swallowed them dry. Sandy and a man, a healthcare assistant, led her unresisting body down the corridor, away from her sanctuary. Her heart slowed, her breathing eased, but the maelstrom continued in her head. She needed a whole bottle of red wine for this, or a vat of pills.

Or Jason.

The communal area of the hospital ward opened out before her, but the edges were dark as she struggled to breathe, Amy collapsed onto a sofa with broken springs, a puppet with her strings cut, as Emma was ushered in beside her. Two lost little girls.

“Don’t cry, hen. Here now.”

Sandy pressed a tissue into her hand and Amy wanted to protest - she wasn’t crying, she barely knew Ffion, why would she cry? But when she pushed her lank brown hair out of her eyes and touched her cheeks, they were wet, and she knew then that she was crying for herself.

This was a hell of her own making. She had chosen to turn herself in to the police, allow Jason to escape. Her assistant’s past crimes would’ve ensured he served prison time for helping her and she couldn’t allow that, not again. She would always choose that path, no matter the circumstances. Anything to save him.

Could she repent her life of crime, of entering forbidden doors, seeking the truth no matter what digital defences barred her way? She had helped people, from the wrongfully-dismissed employee to the families of murder victims. She had helped her friends in the police - and brought shame and suffering down on their heads with her own.

Yet the reason she was here, the one thing she had done that had condemned her, she could not regret. Stealing money from the parents who had abandoned them, her and her sister Lizzie - no, she cared nothing for those selfish gluttons. But in her move to punish them and to break free, she had closed the circle and put herself where they had always wanted her - locked away, out of sight, the mad daughter in the attic.

Amy sat on the couch, her fingers dancing on her lap, seeking comfort. They itched to touch a keyboard again, a tablet, a phone, but she was not even allowed near a landline and her wristwatch had been confiscated. What on earth would she do with a digital watch? Maybe they thought her a true evil genius, or they had watched too many movies.

She would give anything to see Jason again. He was the rock upon which she had rebuilt her life and, without him, she couldn’t see a way out. If she got better in here, she would go to prison. If she didn’t, she would be condemned to stay here forever. And always without Jason.

Alone. Like Ffion.

Yet there was still a spark within her that rebelled at being so constrained. She had been tormented before, and survived. She could not allow herself to sink beneath the rising tide, give over her brilliant mind to this half-existence.

As long as she had her mind, she had hope.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 5: By the Book

 

First day back at work and Death came calling.

Bryn had treated his suspension like a trial run for retirement and loathed every minute of it. He had more grey than black in his hair now, every day of stress adding a year or more to his face. After he’d weeded the garden and put up a few shelves, he was ready to return to Cardiff’s robberies, swindles and violence. The work that was in his marrow.

When he’d got the call from the chief that his suspension was over and all charges dropped, he could’ve kissed the man. However, a small part of him had wondered why. When last they’d met, National Crime Agent Frieda Haas had made it very clear she was gunning for him. Frieda had been determined to bring down Amy Lane and all those associated with her - so what had changed?

The most likely explanation was lack of evidence. With Amy’s computer wiped clean, the NCA had only speculation to link Cardiff Police with Amy’s useful yet highly illegal hacking investigations. With nothing to tie Bryn to her supposed crimes, he could walk back to his work as if nothing had changed. Except everything had.

Fortunately, he’d only had to tolerate the stares and whispers for half an hour before the call came in - a death at a private mental health unit in Penarth, the exclusive institution that stood on top of a cliff and gazed out over the sea.

The unit where Amy Lane was currently an inpatient.

Bryn’s heartbeat echoed loudly in his ears, only quietening when the death was confirmed as a woman in her sixties - Ffion Ellis. The nurses didn’t think it was suspicious, but Ms Ellis had been detained under the Mental Health Act and so it was like a death in custody or prison. Every one needed a thorough investigation, and it was exactly the kind of work Bryn needed. At least, that’s what he told himself.

He volunteered for the job, and no one protested. Taking a pair of Scene of Crime Officers with him, he arranged for the body to be brought from the hospital morgue to Indira Bharani’s autopsy room. If anyone could persuade a body to give up its secrets, it was Indira.

Penarth wasn’t really part of Cardiff, not yet absorbed into the city’s sprawling havens - an idyllic seaside town housing the wealthier residents of Glamorgan, enjoying the sea air and the dilapidated pier. Cliff House was a name that evoked either a Georgian mansion or a cheerful fisherman’s cottage. The glass and metal construction that owned it couldn’t be further from either.

Bryn parked up his car and stepped out into the largely-deserted car park. The unit was right on the cliff top, with a sculpted wooden fence blocking the car park from the sea. Next to it, glass walls separated a beautifully manicured garden from the cars, the cliff edge and the adjoining wild grass - but it was empty, despite the late autumn sun.

The front entrance was at the opposite end of the car park to the designer fence. They were greeted by a middle-aged man, with his origins in the Middle East and his suit from Savile Row. He held out his hand as Bryn approached.

“Dr Al-Dosari - I am the psychiatrist here. The hospital manager is in London on business, but I can help you with anything you need.”

“Detective Inspector Bryn Hesketh.” He shook his hand briefly. “Are you usually here on a Saturday, Doctor?”

“It is my busiest clinic time. We must all fit in our health around our jobs now, yes? Please, come in.”

Bryn followed the man’s extended arm through a set of automatic double doors and into a large atrium. It resembled an airport lounge or a shopping centre court more than a hospital, with a sleek reception desk on the right and a deserted café in the far left corner. The chairs opposite the reception desk were utilitarian but comfortable, and the unobtrusive doors that lined the back right corner told nothing of what went on behind them. Bryn felt uneasy, as if the whole thing was faked for him, too new and just out of the box to be real.

Dr Al-Dosari nodded to the receptionist before heading to an unmarked double door in the centre of the left wall, one that Bryn had entirely failed to notice. However, this one did not open on their approach. The psychiatrist waved his photo ID at the door and then it yielded, admitting them into a smaller corridor with another door beyond.

The left side had a window, with a small gap beneath, like at the bank or post office. Behind it, a young woman blinked up at the doctor, seemingly in awe of him, and wearing a neat grey trouser suit with a colourful scarf.

“These gentlemen are with the police,” Dr Al-Dosari said.

The receptionist nodded and opened the second door for them, which the doctor pushed out into the room beyond.

Whatever Bryn had been expecting, this wasn’t it. It resembled the photographs of the youth hostels his oldest daughter had sent back from her travels abroad, a jumble of sofas and a large television set dominating the room. A square table was covered in craft materials and puzzle books, with pots of pens dotted about, and a table in the corner was piled high with jigsaws and board games. What was this place?

To his right, a room resembling a goldfish bowl stood in front of a vast glass cylinder, a central greenhouse-like room full of broken garden furniture (“Closed for Maintenance”) surrounded by an arc of rooms with closed doors. To his left, a glass-walled dining room looked out onto the garden he’d seen before, and the sea beyond. Half a dozen faces gazed out at him, some curious, others frightened.

And one he recognised.

“I’ll need to interview your patients afterwards,” he said.

“I doubt our clients heard anything,” Dr Al-Dosari said. “The nurses found her during the hourly checks - it was unusual for her to be in her room, actually.”

“How many…clients do you have here?”

“We have nine beds in total. This is a small, exclusive facility. Please, this way.”

Dr Al-Dosari led him away from the dining room and towards the goldfish bowl, which Bryn could now see was an office with three people inside. They all wore smart-casual clothes with name badges around their necks, the same distinctive purple lanyard.

“The night staff are waiting in the Conference Room, when you’re ready for them.”

Dr Al-Dosari indicated a door on the left wall, but Bryn shook his head.

“I’ll see the room first,” he said. “This isn’t your first death here, is it?”

The doctor’s mouth settled into an unhappy line.

“We most tragically had a suicide in our first year - but that was 2011, Detective. I assure you we run a very safe hospital.”

Bryn didn’t respond to that comment, the SOCOs following him down the left corridor towards two uniform officers standing guard. He counted three doors in total, before a locked door cut off the corridor.

“They open them depending on the mix, sir,” the nearest constable said.

“The male/female mix, he means,” the other said, rolling her eyes. “Six men and three women - full house. Well…not anymore.”

Bryn stepped into the little room and took it all in. The floor was dotted with packaging and emergency equipment, contamination from the resuscitation attempt - the SOCOs would hate every minute of cataloguing that lot. The single bed was unmade, with a smear of dried blood on the pillow, and the window pushed open to its limit. The walls and wardrobe doors were decorated with sheets of elaborate patterns, each painstakingly coloured in with a variety of rainbow markers.

One SOCO took the small en suite shower room, as Bryn craned his neck to peer in. It was neat, with minimal toiletries, and an automated rubbish bin. The SOCO started work on the bin and Bryn decided he was better off leaving him to it and starting the interviews.

Part of him wanted to talk to Amy, and the rest of him really didn’t. The nurses had never let him speak to her during her stay there, saying she was unable to use the phone. Unless she’d suddenly lost the use of her hands, Bryn assumed that meant she was banned - and that Frieda was behind it.

But, with the charges against him dropped, what was the harm in taking her witness statement in this investigation? He had no conflict of interest here. Emerging from the corridor, he made his way towards the dining room, striding purposefully across the lounge.

“Excuse me, Detective - the Conference Room is that way.”

Dr Al-Dosari was not to be shaken off, it seemed.

“I need to interview the patients - clients who were on the corridor last night.”

Dr Al-Dosari raised an eyebrow.

“Then, as you surely know, Detective, you must see them with an appropriate adult. My clients are far too ill to suffer an interrogation.”

“Interrogation? No one is a suspect here, Doctor.”

Dr Al-Dosari smiled, but it was a professional veneer, well-oiled and not to be trusted. “Of course not, Detective.”

Bryn would not give up so easily. “You suspect foul play? Or did Ffion Ellis…?”

“She was not suicidal, no,” the doctor said, matter-of-fact. “She was also a very healthy woman for sixty-eight. We will obviously release her medical records as the coroner demands, but I cannot think of a reason why she would die like this.”

So much for Bryn’s straightforward work.

“Start from the beginning,” he said.
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