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            “This is the room, the start of it all,
   

            No portrait so fine, only sheets on the wall,
   

            I’ve seen the nights, filled with bloodsport and pain,
   

            And the bodies obtained, the bodies obtained.”
   

            Joy Division, Day of the Lords
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction
   

         

         The two sisters
   

         The two sisters didn’t know they were being observed as they spoke quietly together. Tiny cameras had been installed in a number of places in the hospital, and the images were being transmitted to a laptop currently located in a tidy flat in a suburb south of central Stockholm. A young man restlessly scrutinised the flow of images. It was late at night.

          
   

         The sisters worked nights. People had many different reasons for choosing to work at night, but for most of them, it was a question of money. Hours spent at work were better paid when it was dark and most people were sleeping. For some of them, it was all about getting the jigsaw of everyday life to fit together. Juggling their hours to match their family and their relationship. Being at home in the daytime when the kids got back from school. Being with their husband or wife as much as possible. Or avoiding their husband or wife as much as possible. For Ismaila al Beda, who was standing looking out of the window of the Neonatal ward of Stockholm South Children’s Hospital, the reason was different but no less simple.

         The reason, named Shirin al Beda, was her 18-month-younger sister, who worked in Ward 74, two floors below in the same building on Södermalm in Stockholm. If they coordinated their schedules, the sisters could meet up at least once a night for a chat over coffee. And they were often in each other’s thoughts in between. Without believing in either telepathy or extra-sensory perception, they were very close to each other, to the extent that they were often aware of each other’s presence without even being in the same room.

         The tree rustled outside the window as an unquiet dark wind caressed the leaves. The two street lamps down on Tantogatan shed only a little light on the darkness. It was just after 3 a.m. – the darkest time of the night. In a couple of hours, the sunlight would creep slowly but surely from the east. It would start far out over the Baltic Sea and flow in across the archipelago and Nacka until it reached Södermalm, gradually diluting the darkness until every outline was suddenly visible. The high-pressure area had been over Sweden for a while now, bringing wonderful warm spring weather. Ismaila continued folding nurses’ tunics, then took them to the cupboard and put them on the shelf for clean clothes. The Neonatal ward was for newborns with problems that meant they couldn’t yet leave the hospital. They had defects like breathing problems, low blood sugar, neonatal jaundice, infections, birth trauma or defects. Neonatal also provided care for extremely premature babies – those born in weeks 23 to 27 of the pregnancy. The children could be there for anything from a few hours up to several months.

         Ismaila went back into the corridor, checked the noticeboard and noticed a mother quietly sitting on a sofa, breastfeeding her baby. The main ceiling lights were out. She nodded to the woman, but said nothing. Night-time was a time of silence on the ward. A beeping noise suddenly came from the telephone in her pocket. Without looking, she knew it was Shirin, and that it was time for their meeting. She discreetly left the ward by the staircase. As usual, the two al Beda sisters met up on the empty floor between their wards, each holding a cup of coffee.

         “How’s it going?”

         “Quiet night,” replied Shirin. “Nothing particular. The children are asleep. What day is it?”

         “Wednesday. Just.”

         Shirin nodded in agreement. “How are things up there?”

         “Same thing. Very calm. Have you been down to casualty tonight?”

         Shirin shook her head. It was only in the Accident and Emergency department on the ground floor that the nights could be dramatic and unpredictable. Sometimes the sisters went down to see what was going on and talk to the nurses there, and sometimes even to help out for a bit if there were more patients than usual. But that didn’t happen very often, and by and large, they both stayed higher up in the building. The man who had installed the cameras knew that. He had observed their interactions, and was observing them now – their quiet voices against the neutral background of the stairwell. The cameras were a security measure. He needed to know if any major, unusual event had happened that night. So far it didn’t look like it. Everything was as normal – exactly how he wanted it. He zoomed in on them, examined the sisters and their conversation carefully, but couldn’t see anything that broke the well-known nightly pattern.

         The al Beda sisters were both Swedish citizens, but had been born and grown up in the Palestinian refugee camps of Lebanon, immediately north of the Israeli border. They were both around 40 and spoke almost perfect Swedish. They each lived on Södermalm, not far from the hospital, and were both married. Ismaila had a Swedish husband, Sten, and Shirin’s husband, Donny, was Dutch. They each had two children of around the same ages. The year after Shirin was born, the family fled from the massacres in the Sabra and Shatila camps. Through their father’s network of contacts, they finally came to Sweden, went to Swedish school and together trained as nurses in Stockholm. Their genes, or life itself – or possibly both – had shaped them into two independent, determined and energetic women, who didn’t back down from anything or anyone. When their mugs were empty, they both went back to their wards, still unaware that they were being filmed. Ismaila went up to Neonatal, and Shirin down to Ward 74. With their hijabs, they stood out amongst the other nurses. They were extremely popular. A couple of hours’ more work and then it would be time to hand over to the day staff and walk together through Tantolunden park and back to their flats on Hornsgatan, near Högalid Church. If they’d looked out of the window they would have seen that the car park was full of snakes. Hundreds of snakes coiled around the hospital. Bats fluttered through the night-time air. It hurt to breathe.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1.
   

         

         Hannah Kaufman’s fatigue
   

         In the darkness, a sound exploded. It came from nowhere and refused to stop. It took Hannah Kaufman a few seconds to realise that it was the alarm on her phone ringing in the pitch-black room. She lay there listening, wrapped in the night. Then she reluctantly opened her eyes and tried to orient herself. Where was that bloody phone? Where had she put it the previous evening? Could it really be morning already? It didn’t seem possible. She reached out her right hand and confirmed that her husband Erik was still in the bed next to her. His pale hair stuck up from under the duvet. She listened to his even breathing.

         It was early in April and every accountant in the world had far too much to do working on company accounts. Including at BDF, the company where he’d been employed for two years. Every day – weekends included – he came home late at night and left early in the morning muttering, “It’ll be better in May. Or maybe June”.

         As a police officer, Hannah too worked long hours. But unlike her husband, she did so all year round and not just at the end of the financial year. The police inspector and the accountant. They made an odd pair. Hannah continued to look around the room while her eyes gradually became accustomed to the enclosing darkness. Her left hand searched around the floor beside the bed and finally encountered her phone. The screen said 05.15. She dismissed the alarm and sank back into bed with a sigh. Her tiredness was almost overwhelming. With a huge effort, she finally sat up on the edge of the bed and reached for the clothes in a heap on the floor. When Hannah tried to think back to that moment – to whether she’d any kind of inkling of what was to come – she always concluded that she simply didn’t know. It had been a silent, dark morning, but whether she’d read into that what was to come, she couldn’t decide. She remembered she’d primarily been thinking about coffee, which felt ridiculously mundane.

          
   

         Hannah Kaufman’s monumental tiredness that morning wasn’t due to a tough evening shift in the mobile office in the back of a police van. Nor was it caused by too many glasses of red wine the evening before, or one episode too many of a new series on Netflix. Hannah suffered from Hashimoto’s Syndrome, which created an imbalance in her body’s hormone production. That imbalance was the result of impaired thyroid function, which led to abnormally low levels of a number of substances and proteins in her body. Things that above all regulated her body’s activity level, metabolism and alertness. Erik gave a quiet snore. She hadn’t woken him when she sat up in bed. He often called her condition ‘an ocean of tiredness’. But what did he know about it? She could do without an accountant playing the poet. Even police officers were better poets than accountants, and that wasn’t saying much. Not that it mattered. She loved him anyway. And she was tired. He was definitely right about that. She was deathly tired, which perhaps wasn’t so surprising given the hour.

         Sometimes when Hannah came home from work she could barely move. As if in a fog, she would lie on the sofa in the living room with a blanket over her legs. Stare at the ceiling, doze off, not even able to make a piece of toast. Stuck in place. Yet somehow, after all these years, she’d still managed to conceal her condition at work. She’d learned to shut in and control her tiredness while her colleagues were nearby. But that just made her even more exhausted when she finally got home. Now she was pinning her hopes on one day getting pregnant, which would hopefully shake up her body so it would rebalance her hormone production of its own accord. Or that was the idea, anyway. Sometimes she even, quite seriously, hoped that a physical impact of some type – a solid blow to her thyroid gland – would shake it back to its full function. She needed a shock. Not more medicine. She’d obediently taken her Levaxin every day for several years, but she had a feeling that it wasn’t helping. That was what she thought of when she lay there staring blankly at the ceiling in the afternoons, grateful there were still several hours to go before Erik got home.

         And these thoughts ran through her head again while she looked at herself in the bathroom mirror and put her hair in a ponytail. Everything looked normal, except for the fact that the circles under her eyes were bigger than usual. A long, straight nose, clear dark eyes and prominent cheekbones forming high edges on the sides of her face. Hannah Kaufman, police officer. She loved being a police inspector and wouldn’t swap it for anything else. That was what kept her going. That, and her and Erik’s shared dreams of a future in their little house.

         She sighed at the heaps of takeaway cartons from the Thai food truck and other takeaway places, and the unwashed glasses in the kitchen, before going out to the car parked in the carport outside their green terraced house. It was a strange colour. Erik would undoubtedly take a taxi to work at the company’s expense, which was allowed if you arrived before 06.30 or left after 22.30. The coffee pot was also unwashed and somehow uninviting. That would have to wait till she got to work. She needed coffee to avoid the otherwise inevitable headaches, but she really needed to get going now. Otherwise there was a risk that she’d get stuck at home, unable to take the next important step.

         Her shift started at 06.30. She would relieve Maria Svensson, the inspector on the night shift in the van. Maria was one of her best friends in the force. Hannah was already late. First, she’d get herself settled, then she’d treat herself to a coffee while she planned for the day to come. ‘Man plans, God laughs’ went an old Jewish saying. And that said everything about her working days. They rarely turned out how she’d expected.

         The first alert
   

         As soon as she’d started the blue Volvo, she rang Erik to wake him. The call went straight to his voicemail, so she let the car’s media player switch to Radio Stockholm instead, while she turned out onto Nackaleden heading towards the city centre, Kungsholmen, Police HQ and the shift that awaited her. They’d been married two years and she still wasn’t pregnant.

         “Hello, you’ve reached Erik Kaufman at BDF, I can’t take your call just now, but…”

         No, she had no desire to leave a voice message for her own husband. But she still liked the fact that he’d taken her surname. Kaufman beat ‘Pettersson’ every day of the week. Including Sunday. The clock on the dashboard showed 06:00. The traffic was unusually light. The people who commuted by car from Nacka were old hands and did whatever they could to avoid tailbacks on their way into the city. The sun was shining. Stockholm was beautiful at this time of year. She had to think for a moment to remember what day of the week it was. Wednesday. When she got to Sickla, she turned straight into the Södra Länken tunnel to avoid the congestion around Slussen. The traffic chaos from the redevelopment was set to continue for at least another three years – and probably longer. She accelerated and overtook a few cars, and she was level with Gullmarsplan when she got the call from Maria. It was the first warning signal.

         The smooth voices from Radio Stockholm disappeared when the call connected, and Hannah could instantly tell that her colleague was worried.

         “Hannah, it’s Maria. Are you on your way in?”

         “I’m near Gullmarsplan. Why? And good morning to you too!”

         “Sorry, good morning Hannah, but the RMC has just heard that shots have been fired near Stockholm South Hospital. I just got here. There’s something going on.” The RMC was the Regional Management Centre – the unit that picked up calls from the public, often via 999 and 101, and forwarded them to the relevant service. Hannah sat up straighter in the driver’s seat and felt the skin tighten across her face. She often felt like this when she was nervous, as if she was in a wind tunnel.

         “Shots fired where?” she asked. “When?”

         “The children’s hospital – you know, the new place behind the main entrance to Stockholm South, the big showy building. A couple of different pensioners have called in. Of course, we don’t know for certain they were shots. Just loud noises. Maybe car doors slamming. I don’t really know.”

         Due to the increasing number of shootings, many Stockholmers had now learned to recognise the sound of shots being fired. Hannah had no children of her own and had never visited the new children’s hospital on Södermalm. But she’d heard of it and knew where it was. Instead of continuing towards Police HQ, she turned up out of the tunnel at the exit which, helpfully, had just appeared on the right.

         “I’ll take it straight away, Maria,” she said. “I’m already on my way.” After all, she was relieving Maria anyway, and if it took place somewhere other than Police HQ, it made no difference.

         “There are several cars on the way here. It’s not clear what’s happened, but according to the calls they were pretty distinct bangs. But it could just be over-sensitive pensioners who can’t sleep.”

         “This doesn’t sound good,” said Hannah, half to herself and half to her colleague. “Not at all.”

         “Get here as fast as you can! It’ll be a handover in the field today,” said Maria, ending the call.

         Stockholm South Children’s Hospital
   

         Hannah accelerated as Radio Stockholm returned to the airwaves. She crossed Skanstullsbron bridge and turned immediately left onto Ringvägen, despite the fact that it was prohibited, and drove straight through a red light. She saw on the GPS that she mustn’t turn left too early and take the hospital’s main entrance, so she continued past it. The new hospital had a completely separate entrance from Ringvägen. She could already hear a police siren from a distance. Obviously she wasn’t the only one on her way. The alarm had gone out to everyone. But nothing seemed to have made it to the media yet, because the radio presenters were babbling on as if nothing serious had happened. Just one more trouble-free day in the big city. She switched the radio off with an irritated flick of her finger. “Shit,” she muttered. “What a load of shit.” She turned left onto Tantogatan and dropped her speed. A police car was parked 200 m further on, by the incident response leader’s van, where Maria was probably getting ready to end her shift after a long night. There was another patrol car in her rear-view mirror. Hannah parked behind the van, walked up to it, knocked on the side door and climbed in. As she’d expected, Maria Svensson was sitting at the computer screens. Her light hair flowed over her shoulders like water. She looked up and spotted Hannah.

         “Thanks for coming straight away!”

         “No problem. Someone’ll have to come out here with my stuff. What’s going on?”

         “We don’t know yet. Something’s going on up there.” She nodded towards the rear entrance of the hospital, which was visible up the slope.

         “Going on?”

         “Seems like someone fired a weapon in the building or by the entrance. We’re not sure yet. We just happened to be nearby, on Liljeholmen – responding to a domestic – when the call came in. I don’t know any more than you. But I have a bad feeling about this.”

         Hannah nodded, and Maria continued. “Normally I’d be happy to take it, but I’m knackered. I came on duty at ten last night and it’s been a busy one. I’m just not awake enough.”

         “It’s my shift, Maria. I’ll take over now.” Hannah looked around inside the van. The computers were on and the speakers were crackling, but it was still relatively calm at the moment. Was it the calm before the storm?

         “I don’t suppose there’s any coffee, is there?” she asked.

         “Sorry, we came straight here.”

         Hannah nodded. Coffee would have to wait. She needed to secure the area, for a start, and establish contact with Police HQ. She climbed out of the van and walked over to the patrol car.

         “What’s going on?” asked the policeman behind the wheel. She vaguely recognised him and he definitely knew her. By now, Hannah was well known within the Stockholm police force. She had recently been promoted to regional incident response officer and inspector, after a couple of years as a response team sergeant.

         After police college, she’d spent five years on the patrol cars on Norrmalm. She’d seen most things in terms of patrol work by now, much of it alongside Maria Svensson. And of course there was Hannah’s striking appearance too. That made it easier to recognise her. With her almond-shaped, dark eyes, she stood out. But it was very rare that she let down her long, dark hair and allowed it to sweep around her shoulders like a silken cape. And certainly not at work.

         “Unfortunately we don’t know any more than you,” she answered. “Shots fired up there, maybe. It came from the RMC 20 minutes ago.”

         She pointed up to the children’s hospital, on the left a little way up the slope, about 250 m away. It was an impressive building – a large, cube-shaped structure of glass and steel. She reckoned that the façade was about 60 m long and maybe 15 m high. But she could only see the outer shell. The question was what was going on inside, under the impressive and well-ordered surface. She feared that was something completely different.

         Maria waved to her as she left. She looked tired. Now Hannah was in charge.

          
   

         From where they were they had an unobstructed view of the ambulance bay and what she assumed was the entrance to Accident and Emergency. The children’s Accident and Emergency department. It wasn’t just people in general who received medical treatment here. Here they treated children. She pondered where they should establish a police forward command post, if one was needed. The major advantage of their current location was the clear view of the children’s hospital. That would give them direct visual contact with the building, in case they were forced to intervene in any way. The disadvantage was that it was cramped. The area immediately behind them was limited by the fence running along the railway track. Zinkensdamm sports ground was just a few hundred metres away, on the other side of the hill. There was plenty of space there – but on the other hand, the hospital would be out of sight. She thought about coffee again. She could really do with one now. She thought of Erik, wondering if he was awake yet.

         “We’ll stay here,” she said to the policeman. “Until we get more information. I don’t want to expose anyone to gunfire before we know what’s going on in there.” She noticed two dark vans parked haphazardly right outside the ambulance bay.

         “Can you start by cordoning off the area?”

         The police officers obeyed immediately, jumping out of the car and starting to unroll the striped tape. More cars had started to converge on the site. Tantogatan from Ringvägen was already blocked off. She suspected that they’d need to close Ringvägen too, and maybe the trains as well. There was essentially a clear line of fire from the hospital to the tracks. Just as she thought that, a train rushed out of the tunnel heading south. Up to now she’d more or less been running on autopilot. Every day had its challenges, every morning its issues. While the cordon began to take shape, she thought for the first time about what might actually be going on this Wednesday morning. She thought about Maria, on her way home to sleep. Gunfire close to a children’s hospital? Whatever it was, it was hardly good news. What she needed now was more information. How many people were there in the building? Who were they? They were going to need to talk to the hospital director, the architects and perhaps even the ventilation people. They needed to quickly study previous hostage situations and raids.

         But first of all, she needed to find out what was going on inside the children’s hospital, behind the façade of glass and steel.

         The Regional Police Chief
   

         Johan Ulfsson, Stockholm’s Regional Police Chief, was in the car when he got the message. It was early in the morning and Stockholm wasn’t yet properly awake. Even the cafés were asleep. Just like Hannah, he drove a Volvo. An urgent SMS lit up the screen on his phone, which sat in a holder on the dashboard. He reduced his speed and tried to read it while he drove along Hantverkargatan towards Police HQ by Kronobergsparken.

         “Gunfire at Stockholm South Children’s Hospital. Emergency call from a doctor in A&E via SMS. Heavily armed men with masks have entered the building and seem to be sealing it off.”

         “Bollocks,” he said aloud, and accelerated. He needed to get there quickly. He was a well-built man with a shaved head. He looked as though he’d be able to pick the car up and run with it on his back to Police HQ if the traffic got much worse. His nickname at Police HQ was ‘The Sheriff’. Informally he was also called ‘Shrek’, in reference to his roughly hewn features. As soon as he had parked in his designated space in the garage, he ran for the lift. “What the fuck’s going on?” he muttered to himself on the way up. “A normal bloody Wednesday in April!”

         Worried faces met him when he stepped out of the lift. “We’ve got a situation, boss,” said one of his officers as soon as he saw Johan. “It doesn’t look good at all.”

         “Stockholm South?”

         The man nodded in confirmation.

         “Is there anyone on site yet?” he asked. “How are we doing for helicopters? Do we have any eyes on the building?”

         “Hannah Kaufman just arrived at the site and she’s establishing the forward command post. There are several patrol cars on site too. They’ve already started to cordon off the area.”

         “Call her for me, please.”

         The officer obeyed immediately. Hannah was already on the phone when the call from Johan came through. Erik had rung her back in a break between folders and files and customers, and she’d explained that from now on she’d be extremely busy. By law, she couldn’t reveal anything more than this, not even to her husband. When the call from Ulfsson, the Sheriff, arrived, she hung up on Erik in the middle of a sentence. Priorities. In this job, you had to have your priorities clear. Otherwise you’d get nowhere. Johan told her about the SMS from inside the hospital, then started questioning her.

         “What can you see, Hannah?”

         “Not a lot,” she replied. “Two badly parked vans by the ambulance bay at the rear of the hospital.” She couldn’t see the registration numbers at this distance, and knew he was going to ask about it, so she anticipated his question. “Can’t see the reg numbers from here. Otherwise, everything’s calm. For the moment, anyway.”

         “Give me an assessment of the situation!”

         “I’d like to establish a forward command post at the crossroads of Tantogatan and Jägargatan. There’s a slope up to the target from here. I’m also considering stopping the train traffic. It’s right in the line of fire.”

         One of the police officers around Johan tapped him on the shoulder. Hannah could immediately sense his distraction through the handset. Johan lost the thread of what he was saying.

         “This just came in from 101,” said the police officer apologetically. “You need to read it, Johan! Straight away. It’s important!”

         Johan was just about to snap at him, but something in his face made him read the message instead.

         “Give me a moment!” he said to Hannah. “Don’t hang up yet! There’s more.”

         The message had just appeared on one of the large monitors in the room. Within a second, Hannah would also see it on a screen in the van.

         
            “The terrorist organisation Black Banner has taken Södermalm’s children’s hospital, and everyone inside it is now a hostage. We demand that the 39 people on this list are released from prison. All prisoners must be taken to Arlanda Airport, where a fully-fuelled Scandinavian Airlines plane will take them, together with 9 people from the children’s hospital, to Doha in Qatar. We will execute one child an hour, starting very soon, until the Swedish government meets our demands.”
   

         

         “Bloody hell!” said Johan into the phone.

         “Sorry?” said Hannah, who hadn’t yet seen the message. “What’s going on?”

         “Hannah, this is serious. I’m forwarding the message we’ve just had from the RMC. Now the shit’s really hitting the fan.”

         “What is it, Johan?”

         “Terrorists. Don’t go too close to the building, whatever you do! Start by establishing a perimeter straight away. And you’ll be the incident commander.”

         Hannah swallowed hard, but said nothing. Johan continued. “I’ll get things started here. We’re designating this a Special Incident as of now, and you’ll be getting more resources. We need to bring in terrorism experts from the National Task Force and the Security Service straight away. Perhaps the National Bomb Squad too? They’ll have to join you there.” For the time being, Special Incident only meant that the situation couldn’t be handled with normal resources. The Sheriff ended the call and concentrated on the most immediately pressing matters. He considered appointing himself as commander of the crisis response team that had to be established immediately, and whose task was to support the officers out at the scene. The officers that Hannah Kaufman had already been chosen to lead. But he immediately thought better of it, and looked around, noting that Hans Kempe, one of his best managers, was already in. Hans was short and on the skinny side, with an old-fashioned hairstyle that required neither hair gel nor wax. His hair simply lay on his head. Because of his seniority, Johan would have to handle any external contacts himself on this shitty bloody Wednesday, including reporting routes to and from the Minister for Justice, the National Police Commissioner, and maybe even the Prime Minister himself. It was better to designate someone who could concentrate 100 per cent on the task and give Hannah the strategic and tactical support she and her colleagues would need in the immediate future. He walked swiftly over to Hans and tapped him on the shoulder. He turned around immediately. The Sheriff looked into his astonished eyes. He’d have to do. He would just have to grow with the role. Time was short.

         “Johan?” Hans muttered. “What is it?”

         “Hans, I’m appointing you as the crisis response team commander as of now. We’re designating this a Special Incident. God knows what could come out of this. Get started on it straight away! For example, what’s this Black Banner? How can we contact them? What does the inside of the hospital look like? And so on. While you’re doing that I’ll contact the Security Service and the National Police Commissioner. Just don’t forget to keep coordinating with Hannah! I’ve already made her incident commander.”

         Johan started to head back to his room. “Get the vehicle registration numbers too, Hans!” he shouted without turning around. Hans wondered exactly why he had been chosen. Had he just happened to be near the Sheriff at the wrong time? What if he’d got stuck in traffic on his way in this morning? He swallowed, let out a big sigh and ran a hand through his hair. He lacked the self-confidence to lead this kind of major operation, but now he’d got the job he had to make the best of it. That was clear. Before beginning to lay out the work to be done, he quickly rang his wife at home, waking her.

         “Hans? What is it?” she asked in irritation. “Do you know what time it is?” Stina Kempe ran a local bar in Aspudden and never got to bed before two in the morning. As quickly as he could, he explained what was going on. “OK!” she muttered, wishing him good luck before hanging up. Now things would begin in earnest.

         The incident commander
   

         The time had crawled around to 06.40. Hannah sat in the van and read the message from the terrorists, trying to absorb the information. Hostages. Terrorist unit. This was going to be a long day. Her early morning fears had already come true and she hadn’t even got her coffee yet. No day on the job was like another, and perhaps the one just beginning was going to be extra tough. That didn’t really help. She didn’t know much about hostage crises or prisoner releases. Sometimes there were situations where one family member refused to let another go, and the police had to wheedle and sometimes make threats to get the person out. She’d been involved with that kind of thing a couple of times and it was always unpleasant. But she knew very little about this type of large-scale terrorism. She suspected she was going to have to change that very quickly.

         In her peripheral vision, she saw the uniformed officers continue to cordon off the area and direct both pedestrians and vehicles away. The people heading for the hospital were upset. Some of them shouted at the police. It wasn’t just her plan for the day that was going off the rails. A stream of police vehicles continued to arrive. The children’s hospital was further up the slope. Behind it towered the main hospital building. It struck her that they needed to redirect ambulance traffic to other hospitals in the city. She made a mental note to do that.

         “The children’s hospital,” she thought. The words from the terrorists’ message echoed in her head. She suddenly saw the building on the hill as an unbreachable fort, something taken from Game of Thrones or The Lord of the Rings, or another fictional epic. A cold, hard ice castle protected by a curse. Snakes coiling around it, constantly alert for intruders. What was the Black Banner? It sounded like ISIS. Those fanatics who waved big black flags wherever they went. But what did it mean here and now? And then the last line in the message, the almost unthinkable, obscene, “We will execute one child an hour”. Hopefully it was just an empty threat, intended to draw attention and speed up the release of the prisoners. She had no idea how the police leadership would react to this, or even if they had the mandate to make decisions on this type of issue.

         She glanced up at the building on the hill again. Something terrible was probably already going on in there. It was a question of life or death. And she found herself right in the middle of the drama. She’d been chosen as incident commander by Johan Ulfsson himself, the Sheriff, Shrek himself. She took a few deep breaths. It was time to put her tiredness behind her. It was time to set aside absolutely everything except for the children’s hospital up there on the hill and how it could be freed from… what? From ISIS? From evil? A shudder ran through her body. Then she began once again to mentally list the first things she needed to deal with.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2.
   

         

         Dawn raid
   

         At 05.45, 55 minutes before Hannah arrived at the scene, two black vans turned left from Ringvägen onto Tantogatan. The vehicles turned left again onto Jägargatan, not stopping until they arrived at the ambulance bay outside Stockholm South Children’s Hospital. ‘No Parking’ said a sign, which they ignored. A total of nine people got out of the vehicles, four from one van and five from the other. They didn’t hurry, but began to slowly and deliberately unload large black cases onto the ground. Nobody else was visible anywhere. The day hadn’t yet started for most people.

         Aslan Basayev, the group’s leader, surveyed their surroundings. He was short and clean-shaven, and generally well-kept. It was a beautiful day. The leader’s veneer of calm concealed a high degree of both nervousness and concentration. This was his big day. There was a lot at stake. Everything was at stake. Cars were parked along Jägargatan as usual, but the turning area in front of the ambulance bay was empty, just as he wanted it. The hospital’s main entrance was on the other side of the building, not visible from their current location. Further away, down near the water, were the tower blocks on Tantogatan with their characteristic curved shapes. He knew them very well by this time, after all his nights at the hospital. A train from the south passed behind them and they felt the draught despite the distance from the track. A bird tweeted. From the black cases, each of them took an AK-47 Zastava, either an M-70 or the shorter M-92, hanging it on their shoulder. Nobody said anything. They’d already practised this many times. At a given signal from Aslan, they pulled on black balaclavas and quickly went into the building through the ambulance bay. And with that, the dawn raid really began. The games were over, and Aslan gritted his teeth and put the whole of his previous life behind him.

         The group passed the two empty ambulances parked inside the entrance, then entered the waiting room for the Accident and Emergency department, just inside the ambulance bay doors. They moved silently and rapidly along the linoleum-covered corridors. Just as they expected, they encountered the first people they’d seen in the building in the waiting room. A couple of children were sitting on the blue sofas with their parents. Fish swam in an aquarium. In one corner of the room there was a currently unused slide. No staff were visible. The kid-friendly clock on the wall showed 06.05. The parents looked up in astonishment when the masked group with automatic weapons slung over their shoulders came into the room.

         “Sit still and don’t move,” said one of the terrorists calmly. “Get your mobile phones out and give them to us immediately!” They were met by dazed expressions. “Zero One and Zero Two stay here, the rest continue with me as planned!” said the man in the lead. While the rest of the group moved after him, further into the hospital, the two designated terrorists remained behind in the Accident and Emergency department. One of them collected the telephones in a red plastic bucket. The other sealed the doors to the ambulance bay with explosive. Chunks of plastic explosive were taped to the doors and glass, primed and activated. Everything was carried out methodically, mechanically.

         “If you try to open one of the doors, everything explodes,” said the one who was collecting the phones, conversationally. “Just sit still and do exactly what we say!” They were obviously following a detailed plan, where each step, action and word was scheduled in advance.

         A nurse suddenly appeared in the waiting room. Eva Simson from Tumba had two hours left of her night shift in A&E, and she was tired. Her clothes felt itchy and she was longing to go home. Her lank dark hair needed a good wash. She’d come out into the waiting room to call the next child into the treatment room. Uno Jacobsson was a five-year-old boy from Årsta, who had come to A&E an hour earlier with stomach pains. The medical helpline had taken the call from his worried parents at 04.25. After the short consultation, it had been recommended that they immediately take the boy to the Accident and Emergency department at the children’s hospital. An appendix problem couldn’t be excluded using the standard diagnosis that was all the telephone consultation could provide. The boy had severe pain in his stomach, a raised temperature and was writhing constantly in his bed. But as soon as they brought him into the hospital, he fell asleep on the waiting room sofa and couldn’t be woken again. Uno had short, light hair, freckles and was still sleeping like a log with a faint smile on his lips and his legs over his mother’s knees when Eva entered the room. She looked first at the terrorist in the balaclava, and then at the boy.

         “Uno Jacobsson,” she said calmly to the boy’s mother. “If you bring Uno in, we’ll have a look!” Short pause. “Who are you?” she said, turning towards the terrorist with the bucket of telephones. “Get out of here! You’re not supposed to be here.”

         “Sit still and don’t move!” answered the terrorist. “From now on you’re a hostage in this hospital. Give me your mobile phone!”

         “I’m going to go and tell the security guard about this,” replied Eva defiantly, and she started to walk towards the exit with swift steps. “You have no right to be here,” she said, still with her back towards them. The terrorist took a pistol out of his pocket, quickly screwed on a silencer and shot her from behind. She immediately collapsed to the ground without making any attempt to slow her fall. A pool of blood formed on the floor. A communal gasp came from everyone who had witnessed the murder.

         “Lie still then, if you prefer that!” he said scornfully towards the lifeless body. “And give me your telephone, I said!” He turned to the others in the waiting room. “Anyone else want the same treatment? If so, just speak up!” Without waiting for a reaction, he turned out the nurse’s pockets, removing her telephone and placing it in the red bucket together with the others. She protested no longer, but lay completely still. The terrorist who had been mining the ambulance bay with explosives came back into the waiting room and glanced at the scene.

         “It’s done out there now. Did you have a problem, Zero One?”

         “Nah, it’s fine.”

         The older terrorist, the one called ‘Zero One’ by his colleagues and ‘The Grim Reaper’ by others who knew him, turned to the parents. “You just stay here with your kids until we tell you. We may move you to another part of the building later.” He said it calmly and objectively, not threatening them with his weapon. “Are there any more casualty staff other than her?” he asked next.

         Nobody answered him.

         “Go and fetch the rest of the casualty staff now! I want everyone in the same place,” he said to his colleague. “I’ll wait here.”

         As well as the Accident and Emergency department, there was a smaller emergency unit on the ground floor. This was called Ward 64 and had eight beds, primarily for children and young people with breathing difficulties, convulsions, appendicitis, concussion and different types of infections. The ward also had what were known as monitored beds, for seriously ill children who needed particularly complicated medical equipment. Inside the entrance to A&E, there were also a number of smaller treatment rooms for when the waiting room was full of children, their parents and relatives and the odd taxi driver needing a toilet, a coffee and a brief rest.

         “What do you want?” asked Anna Jacobsson, Uno’s mother, trying to suppress her rising panic. She had never before witnessed such brutality. Under the controlled surface, she was in shock. She had only seen the beginning. “Our son is sick,” she continued in appeal. Per, Uno’s father, nodded in agreement. “He needs treatment, maybe even an operation. You can’t do this. This is a children’s hospital. Don’t you understand?”

         “We’ve already done what we’ve done,” replied the Grim Reaper casually. “Haven’t we?”

         One of the fathers in the waiting room rose threateningly. Zero One looked at him in irritation. “Sit down, I said! Otherwise I’ll shoot you right now.” He drew the silenced pistol out of his pocket and aimed it at the father. The man sat down again immediately, abashed and afraid. Per Jacobsson still stood by the sofa. Zero One cast a hasty glance over his shoulder. Just then his colleague returned from the staff room, driving a couple of doctors and nurses before him with his weapon. They all looked upset. A few children had been brought out from the treatment rooms, walking hand-in-hand with members of staff.

         “What the fuck do you want?” swore one doctor. “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

         “This fucker managed to get a message out on his phone,” said Zero Two, pointing at him. “Should we shoot him?” The doctor in question was in his thirties. He was wearing chinos and a white doctor’s coat over a striped shirt. The group stopped and gave a collective gasp of shock when they caught sight of the lifeless nurse on the floor. The agitated emergency doctor bent over her to take her pulse. “Eva,” he gasped. “Say something, Eva!”

         “Leave her!” said the terrorist, aiming his gun at him. “Fucking quack. Go and sit down over there, all of you! We’re serious.” He pointed his weapon towards the inner waiting room, where the unused slide sat. The staff looked at each other, then at the parents and children. Were the terrorists on drugs? There was something bizarre about their behaviour and how they spoke, as if they were spaced out.

         “What do you want?” repeated Anna Jacobsson. Engaging the terrorists in conversation was her way of keeping anxiety at bay. She couldn’t take in what was happening. “Have you any idea what you’re doing? This is a serious crime. Don’t you realise you’re all going to end up in prison? You’ve killed someone.”

         “Or you’ll all end up in hell!” shouted the doctor, making a sudden leap towards the masked man closest to him. He had discreetly moved through the group of staff to reduce the distance to the terrorists. He threw himself forwards with all his might to catch the terrorist off guard. But Zero Two had already spotted what was going on and used his weapon to strike the doctor, who slumped to the ground. Aslan had given them clear instructions to wait for as long as possible before shooting. It would be better if they managed to seal the building completely before the police arrived. A woman screamed. For a brief moment it felt like there was a possibility that the entire group could attack the two armed terrorists. The tension in the room rose palpably. But then it collapsed just as quickly, and the parents and staff bent their heads and began to slowly move towards the designated area of the waiting room. The chance had passed. Aggression was replaced by resignation. The doctor and nurse lay on the floor a few metres apart. The pools of blood around their sprawled bodies flowed into each other. Zero Two took out his phone and called Aslan, speaking a few short sentences in a foreign language. Then he turned to the group of staff, parents and children now gathered in a corner.

         “Listen to me, you fucking Swedish snowflakes! Anyone who’s hidden a phone and tries to contact the police, a family member or anyone at all will be shot immediately. We won’t hesitate.”

         “You’re mad,” said a nurse boldly to one of the terrorists. “This won’t end well. Whatever you’re after.”

         “We haven’t even started yet,” replied Zero One. “Wait and see!”

         Reception
   

         While the incident in A&E had been playing out, the rest of the armed group of terrorists had continued their dawn raid by moving further into the building. A windowless corridor led directly from A&E, via a number of doors, to the big main entrance of the hospital. Inside the rotating glass doors that led out of the building was a café, a couple of small shops that weren’t yet open, and an information desk. Two unarmed security guards sat at one of the tables, drinking lukewarm coffee and chatting. A truck driver was reading Aftonbladet. In total, there were ten or fifteen people in the large, lobby-like space. All of them looked up when the balaclava-clad group quickly and effectively pushed their way into the room with raised weapons. Aslan raised his voice to get everyone’s attention.

         “If you sit still and stay quiet, nothing bad will happen to you.” He spoke Swedish with a faint accent. “Don’t move, and above all don’t touch your phones! Take them slowly out of your pockets so we can see them and lay them on the floor in front of you. But don’t use them, because we’re ready to fire!” One of the terrorists took his case up to the rotating glass doors, stopped them and began to methodically attach and prime explosives around them. It clearly wasn’t the first time he’d done it.

         “What are you doing?” asked the young woman who’d been sitting half asleep behind the counter just a couple of minutes previously. “Stop that! People need to get in and out. This is a hospital. A children’s hospital. Not a playground.”

         “We know it’s a children’s hospital,” said the terrorist, continuing to work. “Do you think I’m fucking stupid?”

         She gave him a terrified look and stood unmoving behind the counter. The visitors began taking out their phones and laying them on the floor. The security guards didn’t move, sitting as if frozen in place. From inside the kitchen came a clattering noise, and a man in a chef’s hat came out with a large tray of sandwiches. When he saw the terrorists, he tried to turn around in the doorway and discreetly slip back into the kitchen.

         “Stop!” shouted one of the terrorists. “Or we fire. Sit still out here where we can see you! My colleague will come around now and collect your phones, and anyone who doesn’t immediately hand over their phone will be shot. Do you understand?”

         The group of individuals, a mixture of non-healthcare personnel and more or less random visitors, continued rooting around in their bags and pockets. They all obeyed his orders: cleaners who hadn’t yet changed into their overalls, caretakers, laundry staff, another cook, a taxi driver and a couple of EU immigrants wrapped in blankets who’d sought out the indoor warmth in the still chilly dawn. This was one of the city’s new hospitals, with an ambitious combination of a professional, yet friendly, approach. Just as in the Accident and Emergency department, astonishment was the primary emotion among the people being taken hostage. What exactly was going on? While the phones were collected and placed in a bucket, the explosives expert finished his work on the revolving entrance doors. They didn’t revolve anymore. They had stopped. And with that, the ground floor of the children’s hospital was sealed, other than a couple of emergency exits the terrorists would soon attend to. The entrance hall was now no longer the open, friendly space the architects had intended. The oxygen began to feel like egg white, stiff and hard to move through. They all sat transfixed as though nailed to the carefully chosen flooring.

         Two of the terrorists, the ones called Zero Three and Zero Four, stayed in the lobby to watch the hostages there. The rest continued quickly upwards in the hospital behind Aslan, via the spacious stairwell. The next floor was the most important one in the entire building. This was the key, the trophy. Aslan ran up the stairs with quick, deliberate steps. He was alert and focused. He’d sent his first message and now they had to get as much done as possible before the police could get organised. How would they react to his message? He suspected nobody would take it seriously before he began to put his threats into practice. Until then, they’d be perceived as empty – a joke. But once things started happening, it would force everyone to focus. He stopped in front of the glass doors and waited for his colleagues. “WELCOME TO WARD 74!” he read, and smiled. Thank you.
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