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If then is now.














If now is then.










HE’S SITTING IN a yellow Volkswagen van that smells of sweat and paint and something else he can’t quite put his finger on. Maybe the petrol station coffee cup on the dashboard. Maybe the remnants of loose tobacco in the passenger seat. Maybe the bag of plaster and the paintbrushes on the seat behind him, which he’s just bought in a hardware store on Folkunga Street. Or the tools and the wallpaper table lying in the back that he took out of the fucking storage unit she’d rented – four years stacked next to his clothes and his bed, which had once been one half of their bed.


That’s what that smell is.


A cellar. Storage. Time.


The sun beats down onto the car window, onto a film of dried flies and dust. The kind of mysterious heat that comes out of nowhere. He rolls down the window to cool off and lets in even more heat, the memory of a phone call buzzing through his head.






‘It’s me.’


‘I know.’


‘How’s my boy? Everything OK? Everything good?’








Three hours from Stockholm. A small town surrounded by factories and a spruce forest. He’s been slowly circling it since early this afternoon, on his way to a neighbourhood with a Konsum supermarket, a hot dog kiosk and a small gravel football pitch – and to an apartment building at the centre, three floors of red brick that he’s never been to before.






‘Everything’s fine.’


‘What are you up to?’


‘Not much … we’re about to eat. Mamma’s cooking.’








As he left the city behind the roads got smaller and slower, cutting through a part of Sweden he hadn’t seen for a long time. He’d stopped at a petrol station on the outskirts of town, rolled a cigarette, closed the door to the phone box, and dialled a number he had memorised. She’d answered the call, fallen silent at the sound of his voice, and handed the phone to their eldest son.






‘And your brothers, Leo? How are they?’


‘They’re the same … as always.’


‘And everyone’s at home?’


‘Everyone’s here.’








He drove the last few kilometres slowly, past a church and an old school and the main square where sunbathers soaked up rays that would soon turn to clouds and thunder – it was that kind of heat.






‘Can you give Felix the phone?’


‘You know he doesn’t want to talk to you.’








He was parked outside the flat, staring at the door, feeling it staring back.






‘Well … Vincent then?’


‘He’s playing.’


‘Lego?’


‘No, he’s—’


‘Toy soldiers? Tell me what he’s doing.’


‘He’s reading – Pappa, soldiers were a long time ago.’








The window at the top on the right-hand side, he thinks, that must be the flat. His eldest son has described it so many times it feels that he knows what it looks like: the kitchen directly to the left as you enter, the brown, round table with four chairs, not five; living room straight ahead, a door of milky glass you can’t see through; to the right is her bedroom and the other half of the bed, which she’s kept, then the children’s rooms, just like when they all lived together.






‘And you?’


‘I have …’


‘What are you up to, Pappa?’


‘I’m on my way home.’
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A four-bedroom flat is its own world of sound. When Mamma turns the tap on in the kitchen sink its dull rumbling collides with the clang of the cutlery tray and the brittle rattling of the crockery cabinet. Together they do their best to overpower the television in the living room, the high-pitched screech of the cartoons Felix is watching from the corner of the sofa, music coming from Leo’s two giant speakers, and whatever’s seeping out of the Walkman headphones that sit askew on Vincent’s head – a deep voice narrating a story – sounds that when pushed and squeezed together intertwine and then meld.


The spaghetti is ready, and the meat sauce is hot.


Mamma lifts up the headphones and whispers, ‘Dinner time,’ and Vincent runs through the hallway shouting, food, another lap, food food.


The TV is turned off. The music stops.


It’s almost silent as they all head towards the kitchen table, and then another sound enters, interrupts – the doorbell.
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Vincent is already on his way back out to the hall.


‘I’ll get it.’


Felix passes the TV and hurries towards the front door.


‘I’ll get it.’


They race, and Vincent who’s closest gets there first and reaches for the doorknob, but he isn’t able to turn it. Felix is a step behind and lifts Vincent’s hand away, leans forward, peering through the peephole. Leo sees Vincent reaching for the knob again and not being able to pull it down, while Felix recoils, turns round with fear on his face that hasn’t been there for a long time.


‘What is it?’


Felix nods at the door.


‘There.’


‘There … what?’


The bell rings again. A long sound, and Leo continues towards the front door. Vincent jumps up to unlock it, and Felix refuses to let go of the handle.


‘Felix, Vincent – move. I’ll get it.’
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Later she won’t even remember if she actually turned round, if she even had time to wonder why the boys were standing still. What she will remember, the only thing, is that his curly hair was longer and his breath had stopped smelling of red wine.


And that he punched her, but not like he used to.


Because if he hit her too hard, she’d fall down, and he wanted her to look him in the eye as he destroyed her, destroyed her for ignoring him, for passing the phone to his eldest son. She needed to look him in the eye when they touched for the first time in four years.


The first punch is right fist against left cheek, and his hand then continues towards her neck, grabs it and twists it so they can look at each other. The second and the third and the fourth punches are just the opposite, left knuckle on right cheek, look at me, quick powerful punches, and she puts her arms over her head to shield herself, spiked elbows forming a helmet, all skin and bone.


One hand on her neck and the other in her hair, he forces her to stand up even though she’s getting heavier, wants to stay down, lie down, protect herself. He holds her head down while he knees her, feel me, knees her again, feel me, knees her once more, feel me.
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Because Leo doesn’t understand the terrible silence.


That’s why it takes so long for Leo to react. Pappa’s knuckles hit Mamma’s face like a whip, but he takes his time and does it silently; you used to be able to hear it when Pappa threw a punch. He is both Pappa and someone else. And because Mamma doesn’t scream. And Vincent is hiding behind his brother’s back, and Felix is still standing by the front door.


They’re not yet the same height. If they had been, Leo wouldn’t have had to jump onto his back. That’s what he does when Pappa starts using his knees, when Leo realises that this time Pappa won’t stop until she’s dead. He hangs onto his back and clenches his arms around his father’s neck, until Pappa finally grabs hold and rips him off.


But at that point at least Pappa has to let go of her head.


Leo slips, falls to the floor, and his mother, confused, takes a couple of steps away, her arms protecting her heavily bleeding face, mostly from a gash on her cheekbone from Pappa’s knuckles. Pappa follows her, grabs her again, the same way as before – he wants her to look at him while he’s punching her.


One more punch. A fist to her nose and mouth.


But that’s the only one he gets in before Leo stands up and squeezes himself between them and raises his hands.


No, Pappa.


He’s standing in a void. Between a mother who is bleeding and a father who wants to hit her again, but can’t because there’s another face in the way.


And Leo grabs hold of him.


Not his neck, Pappa’s too tall for that, nor his arms, Leo can’t quite catch them. But his waist and a bit of his chest.


No, Pappa.


He tries to plant his feet on the kitchen floor. His socks slide, and he has to brace himself against the table legs, doing his best to hug his Pappa away. He can’t quite do it, but at least Pappa lets go of her hair.


Mamma runs out of the kitchen and into the hallway to the front door, which is standing wide open. She slips on the polished stone floor of the stairwell and her blood pours out, and she whimpers and moans on every step.


Only the two of them are left.


Leo keeps hold of him, his arms around his father’s waist, and leans into his body, as if he were still hugging him.


‘It’s your turn now, Leonard.’


The smell of food, spaghetti and meat sauce, and Mamma’s blood. They look at each other.


‘Do you understand? I won’t be around any more, not here. You’re responsible from now on.’


And now his pappa’s eyes are different – they don’t slip away, they stop, and even though his pappa doesn’t say anything else, his eyes do.








Not that it matters, but this novel is inspired by a true story.










now


part one




1


LEO HELD HIS breath. The intense, white light of a torch swept over him, and he pressed his face against damp moss and straggling sprigs of bilberry, pushing his entire body harder against the ground. Lying there – just a few steps inside the woods – it was easy to follow the inspector’s routine.


First, he pointed the light at the lock on the security door, searching for signs of a break-in.


Then he walked around the cube-shaped building with his torchlight directed at the surface of the concrete walls.


Finally, he stood with his back to it and had a smoke, apparently taking a break until he was sure everything looked just as it had the night before.


Leo started breathing again. He’d been lying just like this at the same time for seven nights in a row, beside a large, square gravel yard surrounded by forest and with a small, grey concrete cube in the middle – the bunker. The night was motionless. Just the wind, and an owl hooting incessantly, and the occasional insect.


It was a peculiar feeling, lying a few metres away, watching every movement of a man convinced that he was completely alone – a man in uniform taking deep drags on a cigarette, responsible for all the military storage facilities in what was called Stockholm Defence Area 44.


Leo adjusted the microphone on his collar, raised his head above the bilberry bushes and whispered, ‘Cancerman is leaving the site.’
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The ditch between the forest and the gravel yard was filled with water, and the coarse soles of Leo’s boots slid on the grass as he took a run up and jumped over it, a heavy bag in one hand and a square of hardboard in the other.


Jasper approached from the other direction, with moss and pine needles in his hair and an equally heavy bag in his arms.


They didn’t speak to each other. They didn’t need to.


Leo placed the sheet of hardboard – exactly 60 by 60 centimetres – on the ground in front of the bunker door.


He’d been pondering these walls for a long time. Blasting them would show up later in the beam of the inspector’s torch and would make too much noise.


Then he’d analysed the roof. It would have been easy to remove the metal sheet that protected the building against rain, penetrate the fifteen centimetres of concrete from above, and then put the metal back on again. A blasted roof wouldn’t show up in the inspector’s torchlight. But that too would be heard.


One way left: the floor. With the hard ground providing counter-pressure, the force of the explosion would be redirected upwards; fewer explosives could be used and less noise would result.


Leo lifted half a kilo of heavy plastic explosive out of the bag.


He sank to his knees and kneaded it, shaped twelve balls in the light from the lamps on their heads.


‘It’s not enough,’ said Jasper.


He placed them one at a time on the hardboard, like a clock fitted with forty grams of plastic explosive for each hour.


‘It’s enough.’


‘But according to the table—’


‘The army always uses too much. They’re trying to kill people in battle. I’ve halved it. We want to get in – not destroy what’s inside.’


Leo watched Jasper unfurl a folding shovel from his bag with a flick of the wrist and start digging. With each movement the hole in front of and below the safe-like door grew.


One piece of dough to mark each hour. A circle of time, linked by a length of brown, twine-like penthrite.


He knew it was silly, but he lived with the clock – Leo always knew what time it was, even when he wasn’t carrying a watch. Time ticked inside him, and always had.


‘Ready.’


Jasper was sweating, stooped over, kneeling with the shovel deep inside the hole under the door – and the floor of the bunker. Leo crept closer, their eager arms getting in each other’s way as he pulled out with cupped hands whatever the shovel couldn’t reach.


‘Now.’


They held onto either side of the hardboard and gently pressed it inside bit by bit, making sure the twelve balls of plastic explosive didn’t get stuck to anything and that the fuse ended up exposed. When they were sure that the square had gone under the door, beneath the small, one-room building, they pressed gravel into the hole and around it until it was completely sealed.


‘Satisfied?’


‘Satisfied.’


Hours of calculations. Days spent obtaining the materials. Weeks spent in rubber boots, tramping through one forest after another, a mushroom-picking basket under his arm, surveying Swedish military storage facilities, and when he’d found this one, in an area called Getryggen about fifteen kilometres south of Stockholm, he’d known he could stop looking.


Now there were just a few minutes left.


He taped the short fuse to a detonator, which he then attached to the plus and minus on an electrical cable, before moving as far away as he could, across the gravel and the ditch and back into the woods. Then he connected a wire on the other end of the cable to the positive terminal on a motorcycle battery.


‘Felix? Vincent?’ Leo said into his microphone.


‘Yeah?’ replied Felix.


‘Have you got a clear view?’


‘Clear view.’


‘Ten seconds …’
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Felix and Vincent lay next to each other under a tarpaulin covered with leaves and moss and grass, near a red and yellow barrier bearing a metal sign that said NO ACCESS FOR UNAUTHORISED VEHICLES.


‘… then I’ll let it rip.’


Vincent was holding tight a pair of bolt cutters nearly a metre and a half long.


Felix raised his upper body and checked his watch, rubbed his finger across the glass of the dial; the damp had turned to mist.


‘Nine.’


He rubbed it until he could see the second hand and then nodded towards Vincent, whose breathing was short, intense, brittle.


‘Eight.’


‘Are you OK?’


‘Seven.’


Vincent didn’t answer. He didn’t even look at his brother.


‘Six.’


Even the heavy tarp across their backs shook.


‘Five.’


‘No one’s coming, Vincent. We’re all alone out here.’


‘Four.’


He moved his arm from shaking shoulders to the hands clutching the bolt cutters.


‘Three.’


‘Vincent?’


‘Two.’


‘Leo’s up there. He has this all planned. It’ll go fine. And this is better, right?’


‘One.’


‘Vincent? It’s better to be involved than sitting at home on the sofa not knowing.’
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The explosion roared, louder than Leo had expected. The bunker acted like the sound box of a guitar, a shell amplifying the sound of half a kilo of plastic explosive. And when the floor was blasted into the single room of the building, the sound box amplified the next sound, too – concrete chips being flung against a ceiling.


They’d agreed to wait for five minutes.


That didn’t happen.


Leo slithered across the wet gravel with the folding shovel in his hand. He laughed out loud, not even realising at first that he was, laughing in a way he seldom did, as he crouched down on his knees and stuck his right arm under the bunker’s security door and felt … Nothing. There really was a hole! He unfolded the shovel, scooped away more gravel, inserted his headlamp and turned it on.


‘Jasper!’


He turned towards the woods and shouted way too loud.


‘Come here! Come and see this!’


The headlamp flooded a windowless room. And there. When he stretched inside, he could see it clearly, the very first letter.


K.


Oh my God. Oh my God!


He pressed his head further into the hole – slowly the next letter appeared.


S.


Ohmyfuckinggod.


A little further. White letters on a green background.






KSP 58








‘Felix? Vincent?’


‘Yeah?’


‘The padlock?’


‘We’re working on it right now.’


‘Good. When you’re finished drive up here.’


Jasper’s shoulder was against his as they dug their way towards the hole in the floor, like an escape tunnel. They dug until he was able to squeeze his head, shoulders and arms inside, and clip with a pair of heavy pliers the rebars that formed the cement’s grid-shaped skeleton. He prised it open, braced his back against the ground, and pushed his hands against the edges of the hole to heave himself up and through.


He adjusted his headlamp, which had slipped down slightly on his sweaty temples, and looked around. It was small enough for him to touch both walls and ceiling, two metres by two by two metres. Along the walls were stacks of green wooden boxes.


‘How many?’


Jasper’s voice came through the tunnel.


‘A lot.’


‘How many?’


Leo counted out loud.


‘A platoon. Two platoons. Three platoons. Four …’


A total of twenty-four military-green boxes.


‘… two whole damn companies!’


It was now Jasper’s turn to squeeze his long body through the dirt tunnel, laughing the whole time. Like Leo, he couldn’t help himself. They stood beside each other in the cube-shaped room, the concrete dust undulating in the light that streamed from their lamps.


‘Open them now? Or later?’


‘Now, of course.’


A cautious hand on top of the wooden box. A rough, almost rugged surface.


It was easy to dislodge the pins and prise back the lid.


A machine gun. Leo picked it up, handed it to Jasper, who bent his legs slightly and his upper body forward in order to brace for an imaginary recoil, going through the motions they’d learned during their military service. They looked at each other like two people at the end of a long journey trying to understand that they’ve finally arrived.


‘How many do you think there are? If you were to guess?’


Leo was just about to open the next box. But stopped. Behind Jasper’s shoulder, partially covered by white dust, the answer was hanging right there.


‘I don’t need to guess.’


A piece of paper in a plastic pouch hanging on a hook on the wall just to the left of the locked door, a ballpoint pen hanging on a string next to it.


‘First row: 124 submachine gun m/45. Second row: 92 assault rifle AK4. Third row: 5 KSP 58.’


They opened up and checked the contents one box at a time. Metal bodies side by side. Well-greased and carefully packed.


‘Damn, can you believe it, Jasper?’


Under the typed, detailed text about rules and routines, at the very bottom.


‘This place was inspected …’


He leaned closer, headlamp on the white paper. It had been written by hand under somebody’s illegible signature.






‘… Friday, October 4th.’








‘Yeah?’


‘Less than two weeks ago!’


‘And?’


Leo waved the paper so high it hit the ceiling.


‘The guards only open the security door to check inside once every six months. Are you with me? That means they won’t figure out what’s happened here for more than … five months!’


‘Felix to Leo!’


Felix’s voice emerged with a crackle.


‘I repeat! Felix to Leo! Come in!’


‘Yeah?’


‘It’s about … the lock. We have a problem.’


Leo pressed his body through the hole in the floor of the bunker and back out onto the gravel. He hadn’t counted on this. If they couldn’t get the barrier open, then all this would be for nothing. He ran downhill on the rough forest road towards his two little brothers, who were sitting on either side of the barrier, which was padlocked with a steel shackle a centimetre and a half thick.


‘I’m so fucking sorry.’


At some point during that warm, light-filled summer he and Vincent had become the same height. But still, a seventeen-year-old body was quite different from that of a twenty-four-year-old.


‘Leo … it’s not working. I can’t do it.’


Vincent shrugged his slender shoulders and threw open his arms, which seemed too long for the rest of his body.


They looked at each other until Vincent moved aside.


‘Felix – you and I’ll do it.’


Leo sat down in Vincent’s place and opened the bolt cutters with arms longer than a man’s. He held onto one arm with both hands while Felix, on the opposite side of the barrier, held onto the other.


‘Now, brother.’


They both pressed their bodies against their side of the bolt cutters. The teeth bit into the padlock, two rowers pulling their oars to their chests, pulling, pulling, pulling, until suddenly – with fingers and hands and arms and shoulders shaking, cramping, crying out – the teeth of the bolt cutters cut the thick steel in two.
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The first net was attached to two lonely birches, and the second hung between the dense branches of a patch of young spruces. They had been practising in the garage in Skogås in the evenings, and one last time in darkness outside Drevviken, so it was easy now to pull off the camouflage nets that hid the trucks, roll them up and throw them onto the empty flatbed. Two red Mitsubishi pickups, the kind of vehicles that someone who owned a contracting firm might drive.


While Leo ran back up the hill, the other two started the pickups and drove through the moss and bilberry shrubs to the open gate.
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Jasper knelt inside the bunker, passing one gun at a time into the tunnel, Leo kneeling outside to receive them; Felix stood just behind him, and Vincent was up on the truck bed. A long chain in which every transfer between sets of hands took a second and a half.


‘Two hundred and twenty-one automatic weapons.’


Each object that left the concrete cube would be on the platform in six seconds.


‘Eight hundred and sixty-four magazines.’


Leo looked at the red hands of his wristwatch. They’d be done in half an hour.
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They swept away the explosive residue, filled the hole outside and under the door with gravel, packed it hard, stamped on it, packed it again. They changed into blue jumpsuits and workmen’s shirts, and put on black jackets with the construction company’s logo on the sleeve. They opened the gate and passed through, the two engines idling as Felix jumped out with a padlock in his hand identical to the one they had just cut – it was important that the key should slide in smoothly, even though it would be impossible to turn. The following evening, around nine o’clock, when the inspector arrived in his dirty Volvo to listen to the tawny owl, smoke his cigarette and walk around the military armoury at the top of the hill, everything would seem completely intact. The meticulously prepared inventory had confirmed it would be almost six months until the inside of the armoury was inspected again, when it wasn’t going to look quite so untouched.




2


LEO HADN’T REALISED he was singing. He was taking Horns Street to the bridge at Liljeholmen on the E4 motorway, heading south away from the inner city in the rain, when he first heard his own voice enveloping him in the pickup.


He’d bought a coffee and a sandwich at a café, and then crossed the street to the Folk Opera’s wigmaker. He was the first customer of the day and watched in curiosity as dancing fingers wove a few strands of brown hair at a time onto the back of a plastic head, while the young woman explained she was using real hair, purchased in bulk from Asia, bleached and then dyed. Then he’d gone to the Eye Centre on Drottning Street and picked up the contacts he’d ordered, both with STRENGTH + -0.


A glance in the rear-view mirror. Blue eyes and fair hair. Leo had always been the one who resembled their mother the most. Her fair complexion, strawberry blonde hair. And he had her nose – small, angular, cartilage as hard as granite. He’d never be mistaken for a foreigner, not even second generation. A small, sharp Swedish nose had always meant less attention – and if the wigmaker or the optician he’d visited this morning were to provide descriptions of a customer who’d paid in cash, they’d be describing somebody who looked just like everybody else.


He left the motorway at Alby, where three lanes turned into two, passed the Shell station and the beautiful twelfth-century church where the high-rises and asphalt gave way to meadows and forests.


He slowed down.


There.


The barrier on which Felix had changed the padlock just seven hours ago, and next to which just ten hours from now a man in his sixties would park his Volvo, put out a cigarette and stroll on by.


The rain that had started late last night was getting worse, wipers beating against droplets that turned to rivulets. The rain would also be falling onto their war tunnel under the concrete. He’d pass it, Cancerman, his rubber boots standing on the gravel that covered the hole. They’d packed and stamped and smoothed it over, but if this rain continued, it would slowly sink and become noticeable in the inspector’s torchlight.


I need time.


You mustn’t discover it now just because we’ve done a bad job, you have to discover it in five months when you open the door.


I need time to implement a new way of working, a way of maximising profits without increasing risk. I should get out, walk through the rain, and check to make sure the hole isn’t visible.


Which was precisely what he mustn’t do.


Only a fool spends months designing a plan, secures his loot, and then returns to the scene of the crime the next morning.


He stepped on the gas.


[image: image]


Neighbours and passers-by called the site the Blue House, a large metal cube that had once been the Gamla Tumba Woodworking factory. Leo parked as he’d parked last night, far away from the wide highway and next to a locked container painted black.


They’d unloaded weapon after weapon without being disturbed, hidden from the view of the main road and any nearby houses.


He rolled down his window and listened to the familiar sounds coming from the large building site – loud music from a paint-spattered radio, short bursts from the air compressor of the nail gun. He did up the last button on his blue shirt, pulled up his blue braces, stretched, and got out.


The Blue House had long been an empty shell, and they’d spent several weeks removing all the old fittings. Then they’d reinforced two floors with beams, insulated them, laid flooring, and partitioned it with walls. Space by space, the building had been transformed into the premises of small independent businesses, a place some entrepreneur was trying to open as the Solbo Centre.


‘Did you take care of everything?’


He’d never thought about what Felix looked like when he walked until now. His brother, three years younger, was walking towards him across the makeshift car park, and he looked more like their father with every step. He took up space, feet angled sharply outwards, broad shoulders, thick forearms that he swung as if he were stretching as he walked; he looked idle, like him.


I look like Mamma. You look like Pappa.


‘Did you get it, Felix? Take care of it?’


‘I think Gabbe’s trying to shaft us on that last payment.’


Felix made him feel calm in a way he couldn’t explain. It should have been the opposite, with those similarities; they should have made him feel worried, hunted.


‘He’s inside counting every damn nail.’


‘Did you … take care of it?’


His younger brother began unhooking the plastic hood that covered the bed of the second company truck.


‘Gabbe and his freaking nagging. As if he has the right to refuse to pay just ’cause we’re not on schedule. As if it says that anywhere in the contract.’


‘I’ll take care of him. But did you take care of your part?’


‘Section Eighty-three. Orthopaedics, I think,’ said Felix, taking off the white plastic cover. ‘I rolled it out and Vincent’s legs suddenly started hurting like hell.’


A wide wooden toolbox with a shiny metal handle stood in the middle of the flatbed. And next to it, under a couple of yellow blankets bearing the logo of a hospital, was a folded-up wheelchair.


They pulled the two pickups a little closer and opened the padlock on the black container – the kind that every construction company sets up at a building site to store tools and equipment. When the vehicles’ doors were thrown open, visibility was obscured on all sides, and they were able to lift the empty box and carry it in.


Broad daylight in a residential area, just a few metres from a busy road, and they stood there – in front of piles of automatic weapons.


‘Where the hell have you been, Leo?’


Gabbe’s high-pitched voice cut through the October day. He was in his sixties, wearing a blue tracksuit that had once fitted well but now sat tight over his expanding belly, a cup of coffee and a bag of cinnamon buns in his arms. ‘How the hell are you going to finish all this today?’


He was outside, approaching the container.


‘Have you even been here at all in the last week?’


Leo took a calm breath, and whispered to Felix, ‘Close this up again. I’ll take care of him.’


He left the container and went to meet the red-faced, snorting foreman.


‘Leo! You weren’t here yesterday! I called you several times! You may be working on something else, but whatever the hell it is, it’s not this building!’


Leo glanced quickly over his shoulder. Felix was closing the heavy container doors. The sound of a heavy padlock snapping shut.


‘But we’re here now. Aren’t we? And it’ll be finished today. Just like we agreed.’


Gabbe was so close that he could have touched the wall of the container. Leo put his arm around Gabbe’s shoulders as he pushed him back towards the Blue House, not so firmly that it was uncomfortable, but insistently enough to ensure that they moved away from what no one else should see.


‘I don’t give a damn if you’ve taken on other jobs! Do you understand that, Leo? You have a contract with me!’


Gabbe was audibly panting as they walked into the building. There, on the first floor, right inside, there’d be an Indian restaurant next to a flower shop next to a tanning parlour. On the floor below a tyre company, a print shop, a nail salon, and there, near the inner walls that would frame Robban’s Pizzeria, Jasper and Vincent were screwing together a plasterboard partition.


‘You see! You aren’t done, damn it!’


That foreman’s fucking shrill voice. Shrill and overweight and old and hotheaded.


‘We will be.’


‘I’ve got a fucking tenant moving in tomorrow morning!’


‘And if I say we’ll be done, we’ll be done.’


‘If not, I will be keeping the final payment.’


Leo was thinking he’d like to slug that little foreman – a single blow. Right on the nose. Instead he put his arm around him again.


‘My dear Gabbe – have you ever been disappointed in me? Have I ever done a bad job? Have I ever been late?’


Gabbe wriggled his outraged body out of Leo’s overly tight grip and ran towards the other corner of the metal building.


‘The wall here! The hair salon! A layer of plaster is missing! Do the old ladies have to get their perms without a fire wall around them?’


He ran out into the car park and the rain that had gently started falling again.


‘And … that damn container – you were supposed to move that. In a few weeks this is supposed to be customer parking!’


Gabbe slapped his palms several times against the container that took up so much space in the car park. The sound was muted because the storage unit was filled up to the brim.


‘Calm down – we don’t want you to have a heart attack, all right?’ said Leo.


The foreman’s face was even more flushed after running around, but now his whipped-up anger started draining out of him and flowing away in the rainwater.


‘It will be done by midnight,’ said Leo. ‘I need this firm, Gabbe – I don’t think you really understand how much I need it. My construction firm, our collaboration, it’s absolutely necessary for me to be able to … expand.’


‘Expand?’


‘Maximise profit. Without increasing risk.’


‘Now you’ve lost me.’


‘You’re breathing pretty heavily. I’m worried about you. You should go home and rest. We’ll be done by midnight. You can depend on me.’


Leo stretched out his hand and held it aloft between them.


‘Right?’


Gabbe’s hand was small and moist and soft when it met his. Leo nodded.


‘Good. The job will be done today if I say it will. And then I’ll treat you to some cinnamon buns. OK?’


Leo waited between the container and the car as Gabbe left. He had stood there beating his greasy hands on a metal box filled with automatic weapons, and he’d had no idea. Next time he might want to open it.


When he was absolutely sure that the loud-mouthed foreman was far down the road, Leo set off across the street and into the residential area, towards the solution to his storage problem – a small, two-storey house, with a fenced-in yard and no lawn, right next to a major road. He’d seen the owners moving furniture out. Now it had a FOR SALE sign out the back. He walked beside a high chain-link fence towards the gate, entered the yard and, crossing the asphalt, went up to the house, peering in through the window to the left of the entrance – an empty kitchen. Through the window to the right of the entrance he saw an empty hallway. Around the corner and into the next window – an extension and an empty room. Around the corner again and into the next window – the stairs to a second floor.


Two floors, but no basement. The entire neighbourhood was built on an old lakebed. Every house was built on mud and could be extended up, but not down.


Several times in the last week he’d stopped nailing and drilling to look at the ugly little stone house that lay so close to the road. And every time he’d seen the Phantom’s Skull Cave. He knew it was a childish thought. But it was also a solution.


A house you didn’t really notice, for people without much money.


On the front door there was another FOR SALE sign. He looked at the picture of a smiling estate agent with a swept-back fringe and wearing a suit, searched for the pen in his inside pocket and wrote down the phone number on the back of the receipt from the wigmaker.


The big garage was a dream. He climbed up onto a pile of used tyres and wiped dirt off the window in order to see in – high ceilings and room for four, maybe even five vehicles. Perfect for the formation, the training of a group.


A door opened and closed.


He turned to the garden next door; a much larger house, with lawns covered in wet leaves and a row of apple trees like craggy skeletons. A woman with a small child stood on the gravel path; she looked at him, a curious prospective buyer, and he nodded.


The blows of hammers and the drone from across the road – the uniform an observer would see. A house with a garage to its right – headquarters and a place to train. And in the forest just a few kilometres away – the most remarkable night of his life.


And it had been so easy.


That three brothers and their childhood friend – all around the age of twenty, all snotty-nosed kids without any education – could decide to pull off the biggest arms coup of all time, equipped only with general construction knowledge, plastic explosive, and an older brother who knew the power of trust.
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A STARRY SKY, brighter than the night before. Leo and Felix squeezed into the truck and drove to a suburb of high-rise apartments, away from the now completed Blue House and a satisfied Gabbe, away from a locked container that sleepy commuters would pass on their way to the bus stop.


The two brothers got out of the truck. Each grabbed one of the brass handles of the battered wooden toolbox on the flatbed.


‘It’s eleven fifty,’ said Leo.


The box was the same weight as when it had held tools, despite the new contents – the new life, their other life, which was about to start.


‘Eighteen hours to go.’


They carried it past some low bushes and a sparse flowerbed on their way to the block of flats and the staircase. Leo opened the door. While they waited for the lift, they could hear Jasper and Vincent laughing together in the basement storage rooms.


Fourth floor.


His door. Their door. DÛVNJAC/ERIKSSON. They put the wooden toolbox down while Leo searched for his keys, then took the stack of flyers crammed into the letterbox on the door and threw them in the garbage chute.


The lights were on inside.


Anneli was sitting in the kitchen on a simple wooden chair, the sound of the sewing machine her mother had given her colliding with the music coming from a cassette deck, the Eurythmics – she often played eighties music.


‘Hi,’ said Leo.


She was beautiful, he forgot that sometimes. A kiss and a gentle pat on her cheek. The black fabric twisted, captured, impaled by the sewing machine’s needle. He turned to the sink and the cabinet below it. They were still there. Right where he’d hidden them, far at the back behind the bottles of washing-up liquid and bottles of floor cleaner. Three brown boxes. Not especially large, but heavy.


‘Wait.’


He’d already been on his way out.


‘Leo, I haven’t seen you for days.’


Last night he’d come in and, without stopping at the bathroom or refrigerator, had gone straight into the bedroom and laid down in a bed smelling of her – not her perfume or newly washed hair, just her, lying close to her and holding onto her sleeping body, the force of the explosion at the armoury still reverberating in his chest. The clock radio on his bedside table had blinked 4.42, and she’d turned over, her naked body against his as she yawned and pressed herself even closer.


‘And this morning when I woke up, you weren’t here any more. I miss you.’


‘Not now, Anneli.’


‘Don’t you want to see what I’ve made? The polo necks? You were the one who …’


‘Later, Anneli.’


He was just about to go down the hall to the living room where the others had already started unpacking and repacking, when he saw the empty wine bottle on the draining board and the wet cork in the sink.


‘Have you been drinking? You’re going to be driving.’


‘Just a little. But it was last night … Leo, you were in the woods, and I didn’t know a damn thing. How it was going, if you’d come home, if someone saw you and would … I couldn’t sleep! And now … what have you been doing?’


‘Construction. We weren’t finished. Now we are.’


He was already out of the room.


She stopped the sewing machine.


Why were her hands trembling? When she was the one who’d wanted to be involved? When she was the one who wanted to make the vests and who would put masks on Leo and Jasper and drive them to the site?
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Leo rolled down the blinds on the window overlooking the Skogås shopping centre. The living room looked just like every other living room: sofa, easy chair, TV, bookcase. But that was about to change.


The four men worked on opening the tool chest, the Adidas bag and the paper bags that Jasper and Vincent had brought up from the basement, and the three brown boxes that had been under the sink, and then placing each item in a long row on the wooden floor, as if this were a military inspection before an attack.


A folded wheelchair found in the corridors of Huddinge hospital, the kind that could be collapsed in just two moves, and two yellow blankets with the name of the hospital on them, found in the hospital ward among sleeping patients.


A bag with two wigs of real hair from the Folk Opera and two pairs of brown contact lenses from the optician on Drottninggatan.


Two AK4s and two submachine guns taken from the black container on the building site. Shoes, pants, shirts, jackets, hats, gloves. Torches – Vincent would carry the smaller one in his pocket, and Felix would signal with the larger one. Two five-litre drums full of petrol. And four sports bags beside four indoor hockey sticks.


Leo sat down in the wheelchair and rolled across the shiny floor towards the bathroom wall, turned around, rolled back. He spun around several times, and leaned, trying to tip the chair over.


It was steady.


He stood up and went back to Anneli in the kitchen, caressed her cheek as before.


‘How’s it going?’ he asked.


‘They’re ready.’


Extra fabric extended the black collar of the polo neck. Anneli pulled on it hard, and the seam held and stayed invisible. It was her design.


‘Each collar has a face mask. They all work.’


She then pointed to two green vests.


‘And these. Just like you wanted them. Beaver nylon fabric. Pockets for magazines.’


He tried on the vest he’d be wearing under his windcheater. It fitted perfectly. She knew his body.


He leaned forward and kissed her.


‘All that stuff on the living room floor, any amateur could get hold of that. But not this. Or one of these.’


He held onto the vest and picked up one of the sweaters with the elongated collar.


‘Details. That’s the difference. What makes it possible for us to get close enough and transform quickly enough.’


One more kiss and back to the wheelchair again. He folded down the leg rest and put his right leg on it, tried to sit as he thought someone with an injured leg would sit. Jasper squatted in front of him, wearing thin, transparent plastic gloves, opening up the first of the three compact brown boxes – 7.62 calibre, lead and steel core – then the second – 9 calibre, metal jackets – and the third – tracer ammo with phosphorus that would make a luminous red streak several hundred metres long. He then filled each magazine with cartridges and taped them together in pairs. Four pairs for the newly sewn pockets in his own vest, three pairs for Leo’s vest, and one pair each for Felix and Vincent, who would wear them in little bags on their stomachs.


‘No one looks directly at people who are different. And we’re going to take advantage of that. Of their prejudice, their fear.’


Leo spun around in the wheelchair.


‘And if they do look, it won’t be for long.’


He moved his wheelchair in the same way he remembered the disabled people that his mother worked with moving theirs. His mother, who’d worn a white nurse’s uniform and let her three sons come to the nursing home sometimes, when they couldn’t stay at home on their own. That’s when they’d all seen it – how adults turned their eyes away in uncertainty.


‘Right? Don’t stare at what’s different.’


Jasper handed him an AK4, and Leo tried holding it in his right hand under the yellow blanket, next to his leg on the footrest.


‘You’re exaggerating too much.’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘Yes, you are. Isn’t he?’


Jasper looked at Felix and Vincent, who both nodded.


‘You’re overacting, Leo,’ said Felix. ‘It ruins it.’


‘That’s how they moved their wheelchairs. But you don’t know that. You were too small.’


Leo got up out of the chair and looked around the room. Their very first time. None of them had carried out a major robbery before. But everyone had their roles and knew what to do. And on the floor in front of him was everything they needed.


In less than twenty-four hours, they would be transformed.
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SIX THIRTY-FIVE P.M. Fifteen minutes remaining.


A journey in silence.


All of them were focused inward.


Anneli adjusted the van’s rear-view mirror; she was tall in comparison to her few female friends, but despite that she was significantly shorter than Leo, who was sitting next to her in the middle seat, and Jasper, who was in the passenger seat. A red traffic light, the last before Farsta. It was as if she was slowly being sucked into that light – the more she stared, the more it took hold of her and carried her away.


She didn’t remember the single moment in which she’d decided to be involved, the moment when someone had shoved this into her life, my God, because if anyone had suggested just a few years ago that she was capable of this, that she’d be on her way to rob a security van … Or maybe there was no single moment. Maybe there were just small moments melting together that she never noticed. Maybe one day someone says there is an arms dump in the forest, and someone else says it might be possible to open it up and empty it out, and someone else says that if you empty out a bunker full of weapons, then you might as well use them to rob someone – perhaps when you find yourself surrounded by such moments you slowly become a part of them. No one had ever really asked her a question that she’d stood up and said yes to. Abnormal becomes normal, the ideas of others become her ideas and suddenly a woman named Anneli – a mother – is driving a car towards something she could never have imagined. That was probably why she took off too fast when the light turned green, her driving uncharacteristically erratic.


She was shaking. Not very much, not enough for Leo to notice; he had long since retreated into himself. She was shaking because she’d only ever been so scared before when she gave birth to Sebastian. That had been just like this, crossing a border, knowing that your old life was over.


‘There.’


Leo pointed to a pavement lined with lamp posts. She guessed there were another two hundred metres to the middle of Farsta.


‘Stop right between those two – where it’s darkest.’
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Leo closed his eyes, feeling a calm that only existed inside him.


Only I know. No one out there knows what’s going to happen. I am the only one who can feel each new step.


They sat waiting for his signal. Anneli was on his left, almost gasping, Jasper on his right, his breathing slow and steady as if he were trying to relax himself.


The van’s engine was off, and it had become obvious how dark this October evening was. Leo had sat alone here for four Fridays in a row in a parking spot facing the rear of the forex office, near the bus stop and the entrance to the metro, the Tunnelbana. He’d recorded every moment of the actions taken by the two uniformed guards in an armoured security van, the route they chose, the pattern of their movements, how they communicated with each other.


‘Sixty seconds.’


Her hands started trembling again. He grabbed them, looked at her, holding her hands until the trembling decreased. She did one last, very quick inspection.


First the wigs, made from real human hair. If any traces were found later, they would be from a person with thick, dark hair. She reassured herself that they were on straight and covered all of their blond hair, made sure they weren’t too perfect, tousling both Leo’s and Jasper’s fringes.


Then the makeup. Waterproof mascara on the eyelashes and eyebrows; she brushed them upwards, making them bushier. Their foreheads, cheeks, noses, chins, necks had been scrubbed clean of dirt and dead cells in the apartment bathroom, moisturised and covered with Sunless tanning lotion.


‘Thirty seconds.’


She told them to blink so she could see if their brown contacts sat right.


She examined their jeans, jackets and boots, Leo’s windcheater and Jasper’s oilskin coat; they’d worked together to survey men’s fashion, and this was what they’d agreed two young Arabs, recent immigrants, might wear.


Finally, the polo necks.


‘Lean forward.’


Her idea, her design.


‘Both of you.’


She folded them down, pulled them up, folded them down again.


‘You’re wearing them too high. In order for them to work, you have to be able to grab hold of them and pull them over your face without them slipping down again.’


‘Fifteen seconds.’


He adjusted his vest, its extra magazines chafing slightly against his chest.


‘Ten seconds.’


The thin leather gloves.


‘Five seconds.’


He leaned over to kiss her, and she flinched a little as his moustache, also made from human hair, brushed against her upper lip; it was slightly awry, and she smiled as she readjusted it with two fingers until it was straight.


‘Now.’


Anneli opened the door and stepped out onto the pavement, loosened the cover on the white truck bed and lifted out the wheelchair and two blankets. Right footrest up – with a new, shorter butt, the AK4 could be hidden under the blanket completely. Jasper steadied Leo as he sat him down on the plastic padded seat and nodded towards the van as Anneli drove away.


Along the dark pavement. Down the gently sloping hill, which would become much steeper in a moment – the loading bay for one of Stockholm’s largest forex offices.


Leo had carefully mapped out every section of their course.


‘Leo?’


Jasper had stopped the wheelchair, leaning down to unlace his shoes and then tie them up again, so he could whisper without anyone seeing.


‘You’re still overacting. I’ve seen your mother work with people who are … different. And they don’t move like that. They don’t drool like that.’


Jasper stood up and slowly continued to wheel the chair along a suburban shopping street where everyone was on their way somewhere else. It was at that moment that Leo saw the boy. Five, maybe six years old. Just a few metres away among a group of people waiting for the bus.


No one looks at things that are different.


The boy pointed and pulled on his mother’s hand.


No one really notices what a man looks like when they’re trying to decide whether to look away or not.


A boy pointing at him – the wheelchair.


But a child. A child doesn’t see the world like an adult.


A boy who was now shouting out loud.


A child is fascinated, open, he hasn’t had time to get so fucking scared.


The weapon under the blanket. The taped-up magazines in his vest. That wasn’t what the boy was pointing at or shouting about, but that was how it felt.


One more shout and the adult standing next to him, not daring to look, might suddenly glance over, maybe even remember them later. Jasper jerked the wheelchair around and hurried away from the bus stop to a less well-lit area.


17.48.


They waited, glancing towards the entrance to the parking area. Cars, bicycles, pedestrians. On their way in, on their way out.


17.49.


Only a few minutes left.


17.50.


Maybe a couple more.


17.51.


Soon.


17.52.


‘Where the hell is it?’


‘It’ll be here.’


‘It’s already—’


‘It’ll be here.’


17.53.


They started slowly rolling closer, now not even ten steps from the wall that shielded the entrance to the exchange office. The white security van would have to drive all the way down the ramp without noticing two individuals in the crowd, a disabled man and his carer.


17.54.


Jasper crouched down, unable to stand still any longer. He untied his boots and started tying them up again.


‘Hey, what’s your name?’ shouted the boy. ‘Why are you sitting in one of those? Are you hurt?’


The boy tore away from his mother’s grip and ran towards the people with the wheelchair. They looked exciting.


‘You go back,’ Jasper said in heavily accented English.


‘Hello! What’s your name? And what happened to your legs?’ the boy answered in Swedish.


Jasper put his hand through the hole in his coat pocket, clutching the submachine gun that hung around his neck.


‘Go back.’


‘Gobakk?’


‘Go back!’


‘Is that his name? Gobakk? That’s a nice name.’


He turned the safety off, on, off. An annoying clicking sound. Leo prodded him in the side with a bent arm.


It had arrived – the truck they were going to rob.


‘To your mama! You go back.’


The boy wasn’t frightened, but he didn’t like it when Jasper leaned close and hissed in his ear. So he stopped staring and asking questions and did as he was told, slunk back to his mother at the bus stop.


17.54:30.
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Friday evening. Two hours left. Inside the security van, Samuelson glanced at Lindén, who he’d sat next to for almost seven years, but didn’t really know at all. They’d never had a coffee together outside work, never got a beer. Sometimes that’s just how it was – two colleagues remained just that, colleagues. They didn’t even talk about their kids. He knew he and Lindén both had the same number of kids, but nowadays Lindén’s only spent every other week living at his house, and talking to people about what they had lost didn’t usually turn out too well.


The van’s headlights followed the streetlamps as it rounded the car park. They passed the people waiting for the bus or taking the escalators down to the Tunnelbana. The security guards looked around, scanning their surroundings as always: there was the hot dog kiosk near the bike rack, three women sitting on a bench with overflowing shopping bags, a man in a wheelchair and his guardian talking to a little boy around the same age as his own son, now being jerked away by his mother, a large group of adolescents a little further away, jostling each other and trying to decide where to go – a crowd just like on any other evening.


They took the sharp bend at the bus turning area, then a small swerve, and then came the monotonous beep as the security van reversed down the sloping loading bay to the locked back door.


Lindén turned off the engine, and they looked at each other, a quick nod; they’d both read this place the same way – peaceful for rush hour in a capital city. Samuelson opened his door and took a single step towards the back door. The money was always kept two corridors away in the chief of security’s office: two cloth bags on an otherwise empty desktop – banknotes and coins and a handwritten receipt in red ink: 1,324,573 kronor.
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Friday was the most profitable day of the week for Swedish exchange offices – and Farsta was the last collection for this particular armoured vehicle on this particular route. The point at which it contained the most money.


17.56.


Leo had chosen the target, the time, and the location of the attack. He knew the wheelchair would only get them as far as the ramp to the loading bay. Aware that there would be nowhere to hide, they would have to overpower the guard during his two steps from the building’s back door to the passenger door of the van. And they would have to do it without alerting anyone.


17.57.


They waited. They squinted at the metal door down below.


Now.


The short, humming signal of a lock being opened.


Now. Now.


Leo and Jasper grabbed hold of their extended polo necks, pulled them up over their necks and chins and noses, and let go just below the eyes.


They exposed the AK4 under the yellow blanket and the submachine gun hanging under Jasper’s long coat.


Forcefully and simultaneously, they heaved themselves onto the wall and jumped down towards the truck in the loading bay.
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Samuelson was leaning against the metal door, a green security bag in his hand.


Then he heard it – two beeps from the radio. The go-ahead.


He opened the door, went out onto the loading bay and heard a click from inside the truck, just like always, as Lindén opened the rear door to the secure area.
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Lindén was sitting in the driver’s seat when he saw Samuelson exit with the security bag. He pressed the button engaging the internal lock and was about to turn towards his colleague when he saw something else. Nothing clear, more like a fragment, something you try to piece together without quite understanding it. First, he saw through the windscreen that the wheelchair he’d seen in the crowd earlier was lying overturned on the pavement above, empty. And then, in one of the wing mirrors, he saw a movement, as if someone was falling towards him from the wall embrasure, someone whose face was completely, almost inhumanly black. And finally, Samuelson opened the side door Run! and threw himself inside For fuck’s sake run! and rolled across the floor of the van seeking cover.


‘Open door!’


The single second he needed in order to understand.


And it gave him the time he needed to key in the first code, and the steel door to the safe slid down again, blocking the way to the money. Then the two seconds he needed to enter the second code – four digits on the dashboard in order to turn the ignition key.


‘Jalla jalla, open door!’


It was too late. Someone had landed on the bonnet. A black mask and staring eyes and an automatic weapon aimed at him.


Lindén didn’t raise his arms, didn’t turn towards the door.


He did nothing.


And that big metal barrel got bigger, closer.


He’d been imagining this every day for seven years, every time he scanned a crowd, but when it happened, it wasn’t at all like he imagined. It started in the chest, right in the middle, and then pushed all the way to his throat. And he couldn’t get rid of it despite his screaming.


‘You open fucking door!’


And then he understood. He wasn’t able to get rid of it because he wasn’t the one screaming. Someone else was. Next to him. And there was another one – outside his window. Another face with the same mask, black fabric over his chin, nose, cheeks, up to his eyes. But with another kind of voice. Desperate. Not meaner, not louder, but more desperate.


Someone was going to die. That’s what he felt in his chest. Death.


The window shattered, and his only thought was how harsh it sounded to have someone stand so close by shooting at you. He was aware of two shots and threw himself backwards, his back and head pressed against the seat. The third bullet struck his chin and larynx, the fourth hit the dashboard and the fifth the passenger door, while he automatically pulled the control centre alarm.
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‘You open door!’


It takes three seconds to empty thirty bullets out of the magazine of a submachine gun. The five shots through the van window that Jasper had just fired took half a second, but it had felt so much longer.


‘You open or you die!’


Leo stood on the bonnet of the van with his gun aimed at the security guard in the driver’s seat, while Jasper beat the muzzle of the submachine gun against the partially broken safety glass. Until the second guard, who was lying on floor, lifted his arms over his head.
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Samuelson looked at Lindén, at his neck, at the blood flowing from it – he’d never thought about how red blood is when it’s fresh. He’d got up, arms above his head, opened the door on the passenger side and let in the masked man from the bonnet of the van, who now stood inside the cab aiming a gun against his temple and speaking in broken English, asking him to unlock the safe. He tried to explain. But he couldn’t find the words. Not in English. He wanted to explain that from now on the safe door was locked, and that it could only be opened with a code held at headquarters. He searched for words that just weren’t there, while the masked man listened and waited, so quiet and restrained, not like the other one with the desperate voice, who’d fired through the window. This was the face that made the decisions, that was clear, even as the muzzle pressed a little harder against his temple.
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Lindén was slumped down in the driver’s seat, blood running down his neck.


The hand, the hand that belonged to that self-controlled face, searched through the pockets of Samuelson’s trousers, jacket and shirt, searching for and then finding his keys.


And the desperate one screamed and shoved the gun against his chest.


‘Start engine!’


The muzzle of the gun moved from his forehead to his mouth. Into it.


‘You start! Or I shoot!’


The gun was between his lips and against his tongue, as he leaned against the keypad, four digits, needed to start the engine.


‘I kill I kill I kill!’


Samuelson’s hand had lost all feeling, his fingers hard to manoeuvre as he punched in the code, turned the key, and started the truck again.
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Jasper drove slowly up the steep loading ramp and across the pavement towards the turning area and the car park exit. No one had noticed five shots muffled by the walls surrounding the loading bay and then disintegrating into the soundscape of the city.


A few metres up from the loading ramp, life went on as if nothing had happened.
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If they continued to drive at normal speed. If they didn’t call attention to themselves, they’d have plenty of time to empty the safe and disappear.


‘Open inner door,’ said Leo, holding up a key chain and handing it to one of the guards. Somewhere on the chain was the key to the security cabinet that hid seven other keys to seven boxes holding seven cash collections, with more than a million in each one.


‘Please, the door is locked. With code. Special code! Can only be opened from headquarter … please please …’


‘You open. Or I shoot.’


He glanced quickly through the window. Outside, a Stockholm suburb in motion. In here, one guard lying down, retreating into a world of his own, and another guard with blood on his chin and neck still talking.


‘Understand? Please! Only … only open at headquarter.’


A few minutes left, no more.


Nynäs Road, Örby Highway, Sköndal Road. More blocks of flats, a football pitch, a school. And the crest of a steep hill – if someone were following them, they’d make it there, but no further.
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Felix was breathing slowly.


In. Out.


For the last twenty-four minutes he’d been lying in long, wet grass on the top of a hill they used to run up and roll down as children, right above the outskirts of Sköndal, not far from where their grandparents had once owned a small, white house.


The gun shook, in, out, with every breath he lost his rhythm and had to start again, in, out, one hand around the grip with his index finger on the trigger, the other in the middle of the barrel, and one eye staring into the gun’s sight.


Nynäs Road lay down below. He almost felt like he could touch it, though it was far away, a blurry streak of headlights melted together, cars on their way home on one of Stockholm’s most congested motorways. And beyond that stood Farsta, buildings shining in neon light; it was in that direction that he anxiously aimed his gun, that was where Leo would come from.


There. The white van.


No.


That wasn’t it. It was white, and large, but not a security van.


18.06. Two minutes late. Two and a half.


The gun slid, vibrated.


Three minutes. Three and a half.


There. There!


He glimpsed the roof of a white van, over the bridge and past the sharp left turn, searched through the telescopic sight and saw in the driver’s seat a face covered with a black polo neck just like his, then the space behind the car’s two seats, Leo squatting in front of two people lying on the floor, one with his hands over his head.


And then he saw it. Behind the security van. A passenger car, two people in the front seat.


They’ll either be following us in a painted cop car or in a civilian car. Always black, always a Saab 9-5 or a Volvo V70. This one was black. He saw that when he moved the barrel of the gun. But he couldn’t see the make. Look at the right side, there should be an extra side mirror, that’s how you know if they’re plainclothes cops. And don’t press too hard, just squeeze the trigger.


He looked through the sight.


Felix, listen to me. I set up this weapon myself and you can’t miss, and no one will be, or should be, hurt. You put a bullet in their engine and stop their car.


He wasn’t sure, an extra side mirror, he just couldn’t be sure it was there.


And he squeezed just a bit more, while the muzzle pointed at the bonnet of the black car.
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Leo looked at the guards, at Jasper driving, and out of the window as they passed the hill. There was a clear shot from up there all the way down to the bridge. Especially with an AK4 with a telescopic sight he’d ordered specially because anyone could hit anything at three hundred metres using it.


If someone was following them, one shot should be enough.
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Felix was shaking. The black car was still close. Too close.


Then you wait. Don’t leave or let go of your gun until we’ve gone past and you’re sure no one is following us.


The white security van turned left after the flyover at the intersection. Thirty metres behind, the same car was following them.


In, out.


He let the sight rest towards the front, on his knuckles, and squeezed the trigger. Squeezed.


The black car suddenly veered to the right, heading in the opposite direction. Increased its speed and disappeared.


Felix wasn’t trembling any more, he was shivering, breathing rapidly.


Two people had been sitting in the front seat, on their way home, a single finger tap away from death because they’d been driving on the wrong road at the wrong time.


He got up from the wet grass, put the gun in his bag, and rolled the fabric covering his face into a collar again. And ran. Down the hill, through the woods and the community garden. It was dark and he fell over a low, pointed fence, dropped the bag and stood up, ran until he reached the car parked at the bottom of the hill.
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They’d passed the hill. Felix hadn’t fired.


They weren’t being followed.


Leo looked at the locked door. Inside were seven more batches of collected cash – eight, nine, maybe ten million kronor.


They’d had a few seconds to react. They’d needed one more.


The security guard had managed to enter the code, and the steel wall had slid down to protect the safe. They were supposed to open and empty all the compartments before they got to the rendezvous. That was no longer possible. But they still had time to deviate from the plan.


‘Where … please, please … do you take us?’


They could shoot open the door at the rendezvous – but that was too noisy.


‘What … please, I beg you, please … will you do with us?’


They might be able to force someone at headquarters to open it from a distance – but that would take too long.


‘I have … please please please please … I have children!’


The security guard lying on the floor, bleeding a little, put one hand inside his uniform, and Leo struck his shoulder hard with a gun.


‘You stay put!’


The movement was interrupted, but the guard continued, put his hand back inside his jacket, held something up.


‘My children! Look! Pictures. Please. Please!’


Two photographs came out of his wallet.


‘My oldest. He is eleven. Look!’


A boy on a gravel football pitch. Thin, pale. A ball under his arm. His hair sweaty, he smiled shyly, his blue and white football socks rolled down.


‘And this … please please look … this is … he is seven. Seven!’


A table in a dining room or living room and what looked like a birthday party; a crowd, every seat taken, everyone dressed up, sitting around a white tablecloth and a big cake. The boy leaning over, about to blow out half the candles, missing two front teeth.


‘My boys, please, two sons, look, look, brothers …’


‘Turn around.’


He snatched the two faded photographs and dropped them on the floor.


‘Two boys, my boys … please!’


‘Turn around! On stomach! And stay!’
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Vincent guided a rubber boat across calm water. Drevviken. One more wide turn, his hand on the steering rod of the two-cycle engine, and to his left he saw the light beyond the forest’s edge – Farsta – and the darkness straight ahead of Sköndal Beach. He turned off the engine, gliding towards the jetty and the beach. He got out, and pulled the boat into the reeds. He’d thought for the last two kilometres he was running late.


Right then he realised why Leo had chosen this place. The bay was sheltered, and beside the beach was a swimming pool that was long since closed for the winter. Their mother had once worked there with disabled children of his age, some with and some without wheelchairs.


He stood on the long wooden jetty, rocking slowly. Not far away lay a second jetty, shorter and much older, and he was reminded of the summer Leo taught him to swim. He had called it the Dock, and Vincent would earn the invented swimming badge (of which only one copy existed) when he was able to swim the ten metres that separated the old wooden jetty from the new one. He’d thrashed his arms and drummed his legs, and one evening after the others had gone home he’d managed to make it the whole way without putting his feet down. Leo had applauded and given him the badge – a large piece of wood with words carved into it.


He was being rocked up, down, by a plank that sagged just a little too much – even the new jetty was getting old. The very plank he’d held onto after that last stroke, as he’d gripped Leo’s hand to keep from sinking into the cold. Leo’s voice was always there, telling him to concentrate on the next stroke, and only that, not on what he felt or saw, just straight ahead to the next stroke.


They should be here already. He should have been there. Anything but this – the not knowing.


He smelled bad. Vincent could feel it oozing out of his pores, a scent he’d never smelled before, strong, acrid, stifling – more fear than he could hold inside.


He leaned down on his knees towards the glassy surface of the ice-cold water and rinsed his face.


The gun pressed against his back and he readjusted it. Leo had handed it to him in the hallway before they parted, always keep the barrel pointed down until you’re ready to use it, Leo had emphasised as he showed him, safety off, safety on, safety off, grabbed his shoulders tightly, just remember, Vincent, that you decide, not the weapon.


18.11.


They should have been here by now.
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Felix ran down the hill, through the woods and community gardens, towards the car. Down the narrow gravel road and then onto the slightly wider asphalt road, until he found himself at the flyover. His heart was just beginning to beat a little more regularly, his breathing starting to even out – when he heard the sirens.


When he saw the rotating blue light.


‘Vincent, where are you?’


‘I’m still here. At the jetty. Waiting.’


The phone he was only supposed to use for emergencies.


‘They’re not here yet,’ said Vincent, his voice weak.


This was an emergency.


‘Fuck … Fuck.’


‘Felix?’


‘Fuck!’


‘Felix, what’s—’


‘The fucking police just drove by now! In a few minutes they’ll be there, where you are!’
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Vincent was holding the phone and Felix’s voice in his hand. The fear poured out of him stronger than before.


It was at that moment that he saw it, heard it.


The car stopped and its headlights streamed onto the windows of the changing rooms at the beach.


And then – the voices. Talking loudly. Screaming.
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Leo looked at his watch.


18.12.


No one was behind them at the checkpoint. They still had time to force open the locked door that separated them from another nine million kronor. He was just climbing out when Jasper dragged out the guard. Both pushed beyond their limits.


‘Open! Or I shoot!’


‘I … can’t. I can’t!’


Jasper stood up and shoved his automatic weapon into the guard’s mouth.


‘I shoot!’


The watchman kneeled down, weeping and trying to speak.


‘Please! Please please please please!’


Jasper cocked the gun and raised his weapon. His black boot sank into the grass as he leaned forward, pressing the butt firmly against his shoulder. His finger on the trigger, his eyes unreachable.
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Vincent heard shots.


Not one. Not five. Twenty, maybe thirty.


He knew he wasn’t supposed to be seen. There were only supposed to be two robbers. The only ones the security guards would see and report later.


But Felix had called. The cops were close. He had no choice.
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Pain cut into Jasper’s right shoulder: it felt good. His breath was ragged. But despite emptying his magazine into the locked door, there was not a scratch. He fished a new magazine out of his vest.


Then he heard footsteps in the darkness, getting closer.


He turned in their direction, his weapon in front of his body, ready to shoot.
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Vincent had to warn them. He ran across the fine-grained sand and over the grass they used to lay their towels on, ran until he saw the outline of the van, and beside it, Leo and Jasper.
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Jasper pointed his weapon in the direction of the approaching steps.


A face. He was sure of it. Out in the dark.


He fired the first shot.
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Leo had heard those steps, too. He saw Jasper turn his weapon in that direction, squeeze the trigger, and then recognised something familiar: the way a person puts down their foot, moves their upper body. And he just knew.


He threw himself forward, his hand around the barrel of Jasper’s gun, forcing it upwards.


‘Felix called, he said …’


Someone who Leo recognised, who shouldn’t be there, who could have died just now, was whispering, pressing his mouth to Leo’s ear.


‘… the cops are on the way – they’ve passed the checkpoint!’


Leo grabbed his youngest brother tightly.


You should have stayed at the jetty.


‘Go back.’


I could have lost you.


‘And get the boat started.’


Leo looked at Jasper and at the still intact steel door. Vincent would never have disobeyed an order if it weren’t an emergency.


‘Leave. Now,’ Leo ordered.


They’d used up their nine minutes from Farsta to the shores of Drevviken lake. He’d allowed four more as well. There was no more time.


‘Now.’


Jasper saw the bluish light above the trees, getting closer. He had an almost full magazine, thirty-five shots. Leo was going to have to wait. He wanted to make a stand, face those bastards.


‘Now!’ Leo screamed.


Jasper started running, but not towards the boat, first to the security guards, one at a time.


‘We know your names, sharmuta.’


He tore off the IDs hanging from their jacket pockets. Names, service numbers.


‘If you ever talk …’
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The three-metre-long rubber boat glided through the reeds. Leo in the front, Jasper in the middle, and Vincent in the back with one hand on the engine cord.


He pulled on it. Nothing. He pulled again. Still nothing.


‘Come on, for fuck’s sake!’


Vincent’s fingers were slippery, they slid and couldn’t get a good grip – and when they did, he pulled on the cord a few more times and nothing happened.


‘Damn it, Vincent, the choke!’ barked Leo.


Vincent pulled the square button all the way out, then pulled hard on the engine cord.


The engine started.


Leo looked at his youngest brother. He’d always been so little, but just now he’d made his own decision, disobeyed an order and left his spot to warn them. And he watched the blue lights flashing behind him, almost beautiful against the blackness, ebbing away on the other side of the cliff as their boat reached open water and disappeared into the darkness.




5


JOHN BRONCKS LEANED his head against the inside of a large window. It was cool, almost cold against his forehead. The leaves of the wiry, newly planted trees standing in a line in the courtyard of the Kronoberg police station had recently turned from yellow to red, and were now brown, falling to the ground to be trampled on.


Ten to seven on a Friday evening.


Not much life out there. Not much life in here.


He should go home.


Maybe he’d do that.


He went to the kitchenette that stood in the middle of the office, put a saucepan on the stove, then poured boiling water into a deep porcelain cup someone else had bought and left behind, making silver tea. He usually drank it like that. Only a couple of offices still had their lights on: Karlström’s four doors away, and one at the end of the hall, where a chief inspector approaching retirement was playing sixties music and sleeping on a brown corduroy couch. Broncks never wanted to end up like that, spending his nights at the station to escape the loneliness like a black hole you were falling headlong into. Broncks was here for the opposite reason. He didn’t need to hide here. He liked going home when he felt he deserved it, when he gave himself permission.


A warm cup in hand, the water didn’t taste of much, but it went down smoothly. Broncks’s desk looked like everyone else’s. Piles of folders, parallel investigations. Others seemed to be drowning in them, but to him it felt more like autumn on his desk, something that made it easier to breathe.






Interrogator John Broncks (JB): She lay down?


Ola Erixon (OE): Yes.


JB: And then … you hit her?


OE: Yes.


JB: How?


OE: I sat on top of her, on her breasts, straddled her. Right hand. Again.


JB: Again? As in several times?


OE: She usually pretends.


JB: Pretends?


OB: Yes, sometimes … usually she pretends to faint.








Every night, around the time he should be heading home, they started pushing harder – investigations that just wouldn’t allow him to leave and let him take part in whatever lay outside.






Thomas Sörensen (TS): I took him to his room and asked him if he saw anything different.


Interrogator John Broncks (JB): Different?


TS: The damn lamp was on. It’d been on all day. So I had to teach him.


JB: What do you mean by that?


TS: The book. Against the back of his head. He needs to understand it costs money! This wasn’t the first time.


JB: That you hit him?


TS: That he left the lamp on.


JB: Your son is eight years old.


(Silence.)


JB: Eight.


(Silence.)


JB: You continued? Hitting him? With the book … a thick, hardcover book?


TS: Mmm.


JB: And then … I want you to look at the pictures a bit further down – the back, the body, neck?


TS: But you have to understand he deserved it?








Night after night he went through these investigations, most of them like this. But he didn’t do it because of the attacker. Or the person who’d been attacked. It wasn’t for their sake. He’d never met them before, didn’t know them. That wasn’t why he stayed here long after the corridor was empty. It was the attack itself. Folder by folder, document by document.






Erik Linder (EL): She didn’t do what I told her to.


Interrogator John Broncks (JB): What exactly do you mean?


EL: I mean exactly that.


JB: And so … what did you do?


(Silence.)


JB: This image – according to the doctor, first you fractured the shop assistant’s jaw.


(Silence.)


JB: And here – you fractured her cheekbone.


(Silence.)


JB: This is an image of her chest, which you kicked repeatedly.


(Silence.)


JB: And you have nothing to say about that?


EL: Hey!


JB: Yes?


EL: If I’d wanted to kill her … I would have.








And yet. Even though he didn’t care about these strangers. Each time he investigated incidents where excessive force had been used, it was as if he became more alert, more interested – something that pulled him in and wouldn’t let go. Until the perpetrator was sitting in a jail cell four floors above.


‘John?’


There was a knock. Someone was standing in his doorway. Someone was stepping inside.


‘You’re still here, John.’


Karlström. The chief superintendent. His boss. Wearing a winter coat and carrying a couple of overflowing paper bags.


‘Did you know I end up with an average of fifty cases a year of serious violence on my desk, Karlström?’


‘You’re still here, just like you always are, every night.’


Two pages of photographs of a woman’s body. Broncks held them up.


‘Listen to this: If I’d wanted to kill her I would have.’


‘And this weekend, John? Will you still be here?’


More photographs from another folder. He held them up as well.


‘Or this, Karlström: But you have to understand he deserved it?’


‘Because if you are going to be here, I want you to put that aside.’


More pictures, not especially sharp, probably taken by the same forensic scientist in the same hospital lighting.


‘Wait, this, this is the best: She usually pretends to faint.’


Karlström took the documents and piled them on the desk without looking at them.


‘John, did you hear what I said?’


He pointed to the clock on the wall behind Broncks.


‘One hour and seven minutes ago a security van in Farsta was hit. More than a million taken. Automatic weapons, shots fired. The van was hijacked and driven to a beach in Sköndal. More gunfire took place there when the two masked robbers tried to break into the safe.’


Karlström lifted the pile of pictures and waved them.


‘Now forget these. These investigations are over. I want you to go there and take over. Now.’


He smiled.


‘Friday evening, John. All of Saturday. Maybe Sunday, too – if you’re lucky.’


Karlström was just about to grab the two bags and leave when he changed his mind, lifting out a live black-spotted lobster with rubber bands around its claws.


‘My evening, John. Homemade ravioli. A basil leaf on each circle of pasta. You cover it with fresh lobster, grated truffle, salt and olive oil. Fold the circle into a crescent, press the edges together firmly to seal it. The kids love it.’


John smiled at his boss, who every Friday afternoon rushed to Östermalm Market to sample the raw entrecôte, and then sat in a café mourning the fact that free-range corn-fed chicken had been banned by the EU.


One man with lobsters wearing rubber bands. Another one with a security van robbery to investigate.


You got the weekend you wanted. And I got the one I wanted.
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Felix wasn’t freezing, even though he was naked. And it was for the same reason that he hadn’t shot that black car before it turned.


A calm that was his alone.


If Leo, three years his senior and who took the brunt of it, had been lying on that hill he would have taken the shot just to be sure. If Vincent, who was four years his junior – protected, allowed to be a kid – had been there, he would have fired in panic. And if Jasper, who so eagerly wanted to be the fourth brother, had been up there he would have fired just because he could.


Felix looked around the dark forest, towards the dark water.


Barefoot against the damp rock, he pulled on the tight wetsuit, thin, with short sleeves and legs in order to reduce buoyancy; soon he would need to dive.


Holding the unlit torch in his hand, he searched the water ahead, but saw only long waves with foam crests rippling in the breeze.


Silent. Too silent.


Was the wind covering up the sound of a rubber boat with a Mercury motor?


He flashed his torch three times with the green light.


The signal.
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First came the gently arced bay, then the jutting cape, power lines connecting two beaches like thick clothes lines above their heads, then steep cliffs and then, there in front …


There.


It was still far off and the trees on the beach were in the way, but Leo could just make it out: the green light, three blinks.


‘Vincent?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Change places.’


Leo had practised navigating in this kind of darkness. For the last stretch, they’d be close to land, manoeuvring around sharp stones you couldn’t see. Tiller in hand, he slowed down, turned, turned again.


‘Fucking hell, we did it!’ said Jasper, putting an arm around Vincent’s neck. ‘No one has ever hijacked a security van so fucking perfectly! What the hell’s the matter with you, Vincent? You feeling OK?’


‘What’s the matter with me? You nearly shot me.’


‘You had orders to remain on the boat. How could I know you would run up there?’


‘If I hadn’t warned you, if I hadn’t—’


‘Quiet now. Both of you,’ said Leo. ‘And Jasper, take off your wig, put it in the bag and wash your face.’


Leo slowed down a bit. The propeller was sluggish in the black water as he made a wide arc around a rock, then a small hill. Three flashes. The green light was getting brighter. He steered towards it. Their target was a low bluff with two scrawny pines. And Felix was standing on it, barefoot in a wetsuit.


They had arrived.


They jumped ashore carrying three automatic rifles and the security deposit bag, while Felix picked up from the tall grass four identical Adidas bags, which contained the jeans, shirts, jackets and indoor hockey sticks. He put on his flippers and mask, and they started filling the rubber boat with the boulders he’d rolled forward, then tied a long rope around each one and attached them to the engine.


Leo, Vincent and Jasper pushed the boat out into the cold water towards Felix, who swam beside it. When he got to the middle of the sound, he hoisted himself up onto the side and started slashing holes into the rubber with a large knife. The air hissed out and it began to sink.


It drifted slowly below the surface.


Felix couldn’t see far, just a meagre arm’s length ahead of him, but he knew that according to the nautical chart the lake was ten metres deep at this point, and he followed the boat down for three, maybe four metres before resurfacing. They’d gone swimming here so many times as children, swimming and diving and looking for non-existent treasure, without ever getting close to the lakebed of blue clay – so perfect for a rubber boat to get stuck in.
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John Broncks had taken the report about the security van robbery and hurried towards his car in the Kronoberg police station garage. He’d driven over the Västerbron Bridge and stopped for a hot dog at 7-Eleven – four hundred calories that took the same amount of time to eat as it took to read a recipe for lobster ravioli. As he drove south past Skanstull, people were on their way out on a Friday night, making the transition from one life to another, our collective reward system.


An hour and seven minutes had passed by the time he received the report. Twenty-two minutes in the car. He knew the two masked robbers who’d hijacked the security van and its guards were already somewhere else.


He increased his speed, but his thoughts remained with the case files on his desk. The husband who’d killed his wife and then sat there waiting for the police to arrive, who couldn’t handle his fear of loneliness, who’d just felt lonelier as he beat her. The father who’d taken his son to the doctor and forced him to lie, explain how the injuries made by a hardback book had been caused by a skateboard that didn’t slide down the handrail as he’d hoped. And the man who’d remained silent in the face of pictures of a battered shop assistant, convinced that he’d been in control and could have stopped whenever he wanted to. Broncks had interrogated all of them this week. And they’d confessed.


He exited the motorway, on which the Friday rush hour traffic had gradually reduced to weekend levels, hurried down a smaller road into the Stockholm suburb of Sköndal, passed first apartment blocks then houses, then arrived at an empty beach on a bay. Or it should have been an empty beach. But instead there were three police cars, an ambulance and a security van with its doors open.


You got the weekend you wanted. And I got the one I wanted.


A helicopter buzzed overhead, dogs barked in the distance. He’d meet up with them later. First, the white van. He walked over to it, seeing five bullet holes in a side window, the congealed blood which streaked a security guard from chin to neck as he lay down, a paramedic at his side – the real damage, which wouldn’t heal, was on the inside.
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