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         Episode 1
   

         The List
   

         It was a bit too wide across the shoulders, and it smelt of new leather and tobacco. It was the color of brandy, and it gave a slight creak when he bent his arm to greet the others, in what they referred to as their gang sign.

         It involved first hitting their own chest with a fist, then bringing the index and middle fingers to the right temple, and then fist-bumping each person individually.

         Jack had come up with it. He really got off on rituals; on any sort of compulsion, really. That had earned him a diagnosis, and now he no longer had to do any work. He was the eldest of their group and was supposed to have become a carpenter’s apprentice in the autumn, but then his mum dragged him off to see a psychologist because of his weird urge to count everything and repeat the same motions over and over again.

         With something resembling pride in his voice, Jack had told them that the psychologist called it OCD. Now, he had something the others did not.

         Bertram wished he could get a diagnosis as well. He had been looking for work ever since he completed his Year Nine Exams, having decided long before that not to go high school afterwards; but there were not many jobs available.

         That was when he met Jack and the others: The Hawks, they called themselves. It was a not-too-subtle mockery on the so-called “Nighthawks,” a nationwide group of private citizens who patrolled the streets at night to help keep the peace.

         Hawks were intelligent and fiece, they preyed on other birds, and came armed with a variety of sharp appendages; The Nighthawks were just a bunch of people who stayed up late.

         ”Daaaaamn, amazing jacket you’ve got there!” Felix said, looking mighty impressed; and for once taking his eyes off the glowing screen on his tablet, which made his face look even more pale and ashen than it did elsewhere.

         “Where the hell did you get that?” Jack let the cigarette smoke seep out of the corner of his mouth, eyeing Bertram skeptically.

         “Yeah, where’d you nick it?” Kasper asked, hitting the bull’s-eye dead center.

         “At the restaurant,” Bertram admitted, sticking his hands in the pockets of the jacking and trying to look tough. “It’s an expensive brand, this: Schott, Made in USA.”

         I had no idea Sexy Eva catered to such a select clientele,” Jack said with a crooked smile, knocking the ash off his cigarette.

         Bertram always got annoyed when Jack referred to Eva Maja in that way. He never called her ‘mum,’ he thought that sounded so childish. He didn’t appreciate the way Jack looked at her either, as if he were a grown man with a world of experience when it came to women. He had only ever had one girlfriend, and it only took a week for her to get sick of him.

         What Bertram felt most like doing was punching Jack in the face, but he knew that that would most likely be a bad idea. His compulsion to repeat the same motion over and over was lethal when he found a use for his fists. Besides, he took boxing lessons. He claimed they were therapeutic.

         As usual, Bertram buried his anger.

         “Do you think The Handler will want to fence it, though?” Asked Kasper, who was the reason why The Handler was constantly hounding them. It was nice that he was able to sell the things they nicked, but that balding fat old bastard was getting on Bertram’s nerves. He kept interfering way too much, it was almost as if he had them under surveillance. Why couldn’t he just do his own burglaries?

         Bertram didn’t trust The Handler, and The Handler didn’t trust The Hawks. It had been way more fun at the beginning, when they were alone, and when shoplifting had just been a game. Of course, they made some money from their burglaries now, but it came at a price.

         “I don’t want The Handler to know anything about it.”

         “You want to keep it for yourself then?” Kasper looked surprised.

         Bertram sat down next to Jack on the wooden deck facing the stream.

         The sun had decided to bestow something on the April day that almost felt like springtime. He still appreciated the jacket though. The wind was still chilly

         He looked up at the ornamental rainbow atop the Aros Museum, where the visitors were mere specks behind the colored glass. The rainbow looked like a UFO had landed on top of the massive square building that housed the museum. It was as if space aliens were biding their time behind the glass, planning their attack on the city.

         At night, when he couldn’t sleep, because he usually slept until noon, he would sit by his computer writing about that sort of thing: Zombies, vampires, and evil spirits; blood and gore. He could definitely get a diagnosis of his own if a psychiatrist ever read the things he had written. He spat into the greenish-brown water of the stream and nodded.

         “The Handler will go spare if he finds out. He could probably make a bit of money selling it, and we…”

         “Shut it, Felix! We’ve agreed that we get to keep some things for ourselves. The Handler doesn’t have to know everything,” Jack growled angrily, and Felix turned his gaze towards the tablet screen and disappeared inside himself once more.

         “Did you empty the wallet? You might at least have shared it,” Jack went on testily. He flicked the cigarette butt into the water. It landed right next to where Bertram had spat.

         “There wasn’t anything in the pockets.”

         “So, you have no idea who owns it? What if it belongs to a copper or something? It might even be the one who got a hold of you last night.”

         They had come close to being arrested, when the clerk at an electronics store noticed what they were doing. It had to have been a coincidence that a patrol car was close by, because usually they would not turn up so quickly. One of the constables had jumped out of the car and seized Bertram by the collar, but he managed to struggle free and run away.

         But the copper had seen his face and would easily be able to identify him by the brown birthmark, the size of a 10-Kroner coin, next to his right eye. The constable had taken a thorough look at that.

         Bertram shrugged.

         “And how would he prove that it belonged to him?”

         “That mark on the back of the shoulder. Is that a burn mark?”

         Bertram hadn’t noticed the black spot, it did look a bit like a close encounter with a lit cigarette.

         “Damn,” he hissed.

         Jack smiled his crooked smile once more. He had told them that it was crooked because he had surgery to correct a harelip when he was a baby. Others claimed it was a result of the only fight he had ever lost, where the opponent had busted his upper lip, and that that was what had caused him to start practicing boxing. He then gazed drowsily at something behind Bertram.

         “Fuck! Speaking of The Handler, look who’s come to see us.”

         Bertram turned his head and saw the short, fat man waddling across the grass, where several students were busy reading underneath the trees. Even though the weather was still not entirely spring-like, there were plenty of people at The Mill Park.

         The Handler stopped in front of them and tried to catch his breath. The armpits on his shirt were drenched with sweat.

         “I thought you might be here, as usual. Got a job for you tonight.”

         “A paying job?” Jack asked, trying to sound as if he didn’t care.

         “A bloody well-paid job, of course. You get the usual cut.” The Handler wiped his nose with the back of one of his hands. “But I only need two of you. It has to be a bit stealthy, you see. Jack, you’ll have to be one of them.”

         “Why me?” Jack protested.

         “You’re the only one who is 18 and has a driver’s license. I’ve got the car ready. Kasper, you can go with him. I think you’re the strongest.”

         The Handler gazed intently at all four of them, as though he had never noticed their build until now. He did not seem to notice the offended look he got from Jack, who of course, thought that he was the strongest. The fact that he was the most aggressive was hardly the issue.

         Kasper readily stood up and brushed a bit of dirt off his trousers. He always seemed nervous when The Handler was around. Bertram had no idea how the two of them knew each other, but there was no doubt that the man scared Kasper out of his wits.

         “What are we supposed to do then?” Bertram asked, gesturing towards Felix with his thumb.

         The Handler looked at him for a while with his squinting, bloodshot eyes. Rumor had it that he sank all the money their burglaries earned him into alcohol. But, as long as they got their share, Bertram didn’t care what the hell he did with his.

         “You can help out later when the goods have to be delivered to the buyer. We have an order for a few pieces of designer furniture, they’re in a storage facility out in Hasselager.”

         The Handler gave Jack a piece of paper with an address out in one of the suburbs, and the picture of a black chair. They had stolen one that looked like it before. The Handler referred to it as The Egg.

         Bertram could see nothing appealing about it and was at a loss to understand how it could possibly be worth 70,000 Kroner. The Handler was still looking intently at him.

         “That’s a bloody nice jacket you’ve got there, young man. Got into a bit of money, did you?” he asked.

         A chilly gust of wind blew through the park as if on cue, rustling the dead leaves. Bertram shuddered.

         “I…um, put a bit aside each time you paid us,” he muttered.

         The Handler nodded several times with his eyebrow raised, as if he didn’t believe it.

         “Seems like I’m paying you too much then! That looks expensive.”

         “Eva Maja gave me a bit of money too,” he lied.

         “Eva Maja? Your mum? How on earth did she get any money, working at that dump?”

         “It’s not a dump. It’s a posh restaurant.”

         “Posh!” The Handler snorted. “Nothing posh about either that place or your mum.”

         He shook a cigarette out of his pack and tried lighting it with his hand shielding the lighter from the wind. Kasper immediately went over to help.

         The Handler was still looking at Bertram, the smoke being blown out of both his nostrils made him look like an angry dragon.

         “By the way, your old man says hi. He misses seeing you.”

         Bertram couldn’t bring himself to saying anything. He swallowed a few times, and his pulse got rapid.

         “I’m disappointed in you, young man. When I was in prison, I wouldn’t have made it if my wife and kids hadn’t come to visit. Your mum doesn’t go to see him either.”

         Bertram still didn’t say anything, and The Handler shook his head and gave up. Jack and Kasper followed him when he left. He was going to explain to them how they were going to get inside the storage facility. Bertram knew the drill.

         Felix had barely taken his eyes off the screen, even when The Handler was there. He was entirely in a world of his own.

         Suddenly, he slapped himself on the thigh and started laughing out loud.

         “Brilliant! I fucking did it! No one in cyberspace can hide from Felix!”

         “What did you do?” Bertram asked, smiling at Felix’ laughter. It wasn’t often his emotions were so clearly visible.

         Felix turned the screen towards him, but Bertram didn’t understand any of the numbers and codes he was seeing.

         “What’s that?”

         Felix took the tablet again, looking annoyed. He wrote for a bit and showed him the screen again.

         “Alright, is this easier to understand?”

         “Um, it’s the website of a high school, what…”

         “Don’t you get it? I just hacked the IT system in my brother’s high school. I just changed his absence percentage to 0%.”

         Felix laughed again, and Bertram shook his head.

         “They’ll work that out soon, won’t they? You know you could go to prison for years for that, right?”

         “No one will find out. Not the way I fixed it. Besides, I’m only doing it for a laugh.”

         “I’m serious, Felix. The police are getting really good at that sort of thing. If they find out it was you, then...”

         “Then what? You wouldn’t come to visit me in prison, either? Not like I killed anyone the way your dad did, is it…” Felix retorted, but immediately regretted it.

         “Look, I’m sorry about that. I understand why you don’t want to go and visit your dad, when he… and why your mum doesn’t either.”

         “Fucking stop talking about my dad, alright?” Bertram hissed through clenched teeth. “And about Eva Maja, too!”

         “Sorry.”

         Felix stared at the water in the stream, lazily drifting by. His cheeks were flushed all the way to his otherwise pale forehead, which was visible today because he had gathered his shoulder-length hair in a small bun on top of his head. Bertram look at him from the side. He looked like a girl. He had always been a bit of a nerd. The two of them were complete opposites, but strangely enough it was Felix he had gotten to know first when he and Eva Maja moved into the tower block; where Kasper and Jack lived as well.

         He and Felix were in the same set at school and had practically grown up together in a courtyard that had a public barbecue in the summer; where the smell of hashish frequently overshadowed the smell of the barbecue itself, and where the men often had too much to drink and started fighting amongst themselves. It was no rare sight to see a police car pulling up when some of the other residents had had enough of the noise and the fighting. But life had still become better that time, when it was suddenly just himself and Eva Maja.

         “I’m just saying, Felix… Be careful. Don’t let The Handler discover your skills. He would definitely try using it to his own advantage. And then it wouldn’t be a game anymore.”

         “I don’t know if it’s any kind of skill, I’m just practicing,” Felix muttered.

         A duck snatched something on the surface of the water and swam away. The sun was baking on the back of the leather jacket. Bertram took it off.

         They sat silently for a while. Felix threw the cap from a beer bottle to a duck, which was just about to swallow it. They both laughed.

         “Are you sure there’s nothing in the pockets?” Felix asked, glancing at the jacket. “If there is a mobile phone in any of them, it can be traced to you. Did you check the inside pockets? A jacket like that would have a few of those.”

         Bertram nodded, but still started examining the jacket once more. He had really only checked the outside pockets when he hurried away from the restaurant. The jacket had been hanging on the back of a chair, when he had gone to see Eva Maja at work to get a bit of money for his dinner, which she had asked him to buy for herself.

         She kept saying that he had to put in a bit of work if he was going to keep living there. The table had been empty, it was full of empty cups and glasses, as if the guests had simply abandoned it and someone had been in such a rush that they forgot their jacket. Eva Maja was taking an order further inside the restaurant, and the temptation had been overpowering. No one saw him grabbing the jacket and hurrying out.

         His fingers brushed against something hidden in the lining of the jacket, in a small pocket that had a zipper. He unzipped it and found something.

         “A key?” he said in a puzzled voice, showing it to Felix.

         “That’s not a key.”

         “Of course, it is.”

         Felix grabbed it.

         “Yes, but it’s a USB flash drive; a memory stick in the shape of a key.”

         Felix put it in the USB port on his tablet. A link appeared on the screen.

         “I think it must be a website,” Felix muttered eagerly. He clicked it, and a black page with a box appeared.

         “Shit, it requires a user name and a password,” Felix said impatiently.

         “I wonder what it’ll be.”

         “I don’t know, but it looks sinister. Like a secret network or something.”

         “Can you get in?”

         “Maybe, but it’ll take a while – and are you sure you want me to? It might be porn.”

         “Exactly,” Bertram answered, laughing.

          
   

         The creature was the size of a cat and looked like a hybrid between a man and a rat. When the creature opened its foaming mouth and got ready to lunge, the teeth resembled those of a rat. Its skin was slippery, glistening with sweat.

         He deleted the ‘sweat’ and replaced it with ‘slime’. His chameleon, Rango, was sitting motionlessly in its tank, observing him with its round alien-like eyes.

         He had replied to an ad in the paper and bought it for just 250 Kroner. Eva Maja absolutely hated it.

         Annoyed, Bertram answered the phone that was vibrating on the desk next to him. He had been expecting The Handler to call, telling him to come out and help with the furniture. It was a bit unusual that he had not done that. Much to Bertram’s relief, it was Felix calling.

         “I got in! Damn, I’m good! I fucking got in!”

         Initially, Bertram didn’t understand what Felix was on about. His thoughts were revolving around the break-in at the storage facility, which Kasper and Jack had to have finished by now, unless something had gone wrong. But then he realized that Felix must have cracked the code, and that he had gained access to the secret network.

         “Brilliant! What is it then? Porn?”

         “Not exactly. I don’t think it’s anything too important, anyway. It’s just a picture of some ugly bloke. I’ll send you the link and the code, then you can have a look for yourself.”

         The mail server made a small ‘ding’ noise when the mail arrived. Bertram clicked the link and got to the black page. He entered the code. There were three names listed underneath one another. Next to the first one there was a picture. That was all.

         “So, this is the secret network. It doesn’t look important enough to keep secret.”

         “Sure doesn’t. I don’t know who the bloke is, but what a stupid name he’s got. It might just be a list of people with weird names. Julius Habekost, is that even a name at all?”

         They laughed.

         But the two other names are not that weird. Vivian Elsted and Karl Dallerup are fairly common names, but there aren’t any pictures next to them.

         “Maybe it’s a list of ugly people then. That Habekost bloke looks a bit haggard. Isn’t there a kind of pig called Julius?” Felix asked, laughing.

         “That’s Antonius, surely?”

         “Sounds right. But if he’s the bloke who owns the jacket, you won’t have to worry about him finding you. You could take him down without breaking a sweat.”

         Bertram had just ended the call with Felix when Kasper called. He almost didn’t answer, but then he remembered that perhaps Kasper had tried to call him while he was busy talking to Felix, and then he’d know that Bertram wasn’t sleeping.

         “The Handler says that we’ve got to come by and help him carry the chairs. They’ve got to be handed over to the buyer in an hour.”

         “I can’t make it, Kasper…”

         “Why not?”

         “Isn’t it enough with one person helping out? Can’t you call Felix instead?”

         “I tried that, but his phone was busy. Why can’t you do it?”

         “Um, Eva Maja isn’t working tonight. She… she’s ill, so I have to stay at home.”

         “Alright, but The Handler will get angry if he finds out you’re lying – and if he finds out about the jacket. You have to be careful, Bertram…”

         “I don’t give a fuck about The Handler. Don’t you see he’s just using us? Why are you so bloody scared of him anyway?”

         “I’m not bloody scared of him!” Kasper replied angrily. “But he’s paying us, isn’t he? We have to earn that, you know? What would you do without that money? You can’t keep lying to your mum about having a job if that money stops coming in.”

         “Maybe I could just get a job, and then I wouldn’t have to lie.”

         “Good luck,” Kasper replied testily, hanging up.

         He had lied about his mum being at home. He looked at the clock. He started wondering why she hadn’t come home yet. The restaurant closed at 11 pm. Maybe there were guests who didn’t want to leave. That happened sometimes. Or maybe she had gone out with her co-workers afterwards. He was hoping that The Handler didn’t bump into her in the city.

         Bertram looked at the screen on his laptop again. What was the point of keeping a list like that secret, and why was there just the one picture of that Julius Habekost bloke?

         He hurriedly shut down the secret network and started the Until Dawn computer game, when he heard Eva Maja arriving home noisily. She had to have spotted that the light was on in his room, otherwise she usually moved silently when she got back late.

         Shortly after, there was a cautious knock on the door. She always knocked now, since the time when she came barging in as he was jerking off to a porno movie online. She had been so embarrassed that she immediately rushed out. They had never mentioned the incident, and it hadn’t happened since. Not her barging in, anyway. Now she always knocked and waited patiently for him to allow her in, before she opened the door. Maybe she had realized that her son had grown up and required a bit of privacy.

         “Hello darling.”

         She walked up behind him and put her arms around him. She smelt of cheap perfume and cigarettes, and her breath smelt of alcohol. She rested her cheek against his and watched the screen.

         “What a disgusting bunch of monsters! Why do you always have to play such horrible games?”

         “How come you got home so late?”

         She gave him a kiss behind the ear.

         “I had to work late. Sonja felt ill and had to go home early, and then I had a drink with Nellie afterwards. We had to unwind a bit. It was a wicked rush all day.”

         She put one hand on the back of his chair to keep her balance while she took off her high-heeled shoes with the other, and then she dropped them on the floor with a sigh of relief.

         “Why do you walk around on those stiletto heels anyway?”

         “We have to. We need to look nice for the customers. I’m sort of getting used to them, but…” She sat down heavily on his bed and started rubbing her feet. “What have you been doing today? Aside from killing monsters, I mean.”

         “Nothing.”

         “Nothing? Didn’t you go to work?”

         He merely nodded and didn’t survive the level, since he was too slow in moving his head.

         “Did you do the shopping?”

         “Yes, but what’s the bloody use when you didn’t make it home to cook?”

         “Don’t get cross, darling.” She leant forward and did a pretend-grumpy grimace.

         “You might have phoned.”

         “I know, and I’m sorry! I’ll go home early tomorrow, and we can have a nice evening together.”

         He angrily withdrew his head when she stroked his cheek and bent down to try kissing him on the lips. He hated when she had too much to drink and started behaving like this.

         “Someone told me dad sent his regards today,” he said, to snap her out of it. It worked. She immediately stood up straight, and her hand moved to her throat as if she intended to muffle a scream.

         “Who from?”

         “Just someone Kasper knows.”

         “Did… did he go to visit him? He’s not out and…”

         She sounded so terrified that Bertram regretted saying anything.

         “No, he’s not out. You know that. Six more years, that’s what you told me.”

         “I know, but sometimes they get out on parole, and then… What else did he say, Kasper’s friend?”

         “Just that dad misses us.”

         She snorted and grabbed a cigarette from the pack on his desk. Her hands were shaking as she lit it with the lighter he handed to her.

         “He probably just misses having someone around who don’t hit him back. I bet that’s all it is!” she said, angrily blowing the smoke at the ceiling, folding her arms in front of her chest as if to protect herself.

         Bertram shrugged. He didn’t remember his dad too well. He was only seven years old when he had gone to prison. His mum said that that might be because he didn’t want to remember, but she hadn’t elaborated on it. All he knew was that his dad had killed someone, and that Eva Maja hated him. Not that he needed to know anything else.

         He realized that she had noticed the leather jacket, and that she was staring at it. He swore at himself internally for not having hung it in the cupboard. On the other hand, he did buy his own clothes, so it was really none of her business. But now she went over to the chair where the jacket was hanging, picking it up by hanging it from her index finger. Would she recognize it? Did she know the customer he had stolen it from? Maybe she even knew what the list in the secret network was for.

         “Whose jacket is this?” she asked sharply, squinting at him with a look that simmered with disbelief. She had caught him stealing once before, but that was many years ago.

         “Given that it’s in my room, wouldn’t you say it’s pretty obvious that it’s mine?”

         “Don’t take the piss! It looks expensive. Where did you get the money?” Her gaze was stern and inquisitive, and he looked away. He pretended he was still playing, even though he had just died for the third time.

         “I bought it… with my wage.”

         “You earn that kind of money delivering the local paper?”

         “You do if you save it up for a while.”

         “You’re not lying to me, are you?”

         “No, I’m bloody not! Why the fuck do you never believe a word I say?”

         “I do. I’m sorry darling. Did you get anything to eat?” she asked, stroking his cheek again. Thankfully she was smiling with relief.

         Once again, he withdrew his face from her hand.

         “I’m not hungry.”

         He died once more and gave up playing. He couldn’t focus.

         “Alright. Better get a bit of sleep, yeah? I don’t want you to play that creepy game all night. It damages the brain, you know!”

         She left, and he knew that he had managed to ruin her happy mood by mentioning his dad, but he didn’t care.

         As soon as she had shut the door behind her, he logged back on to the secret network. What purpose did it serve? It didn’t contain anything other than those names, and then…

         The page had been updated. Now there was a video clip next to the picture of that bloke. Bertram hesitantly pressed the white arrow in the middle; the clip started playing.

         A man was standing by an open window, looking backwards with his eyes full of terror. Then he disappeared. Whether he jumped on his own or he was pushed, Bertram couldn’t tell. The camera followed him, as if Bertram was doing it himself, and he automatically sat back in his chair when he saw how far it was to the ground.

         In the light of a street lamp, he could vaguely see the shape of a figure lying in a completely distorted position on the pavement. The image disappeared for a brief second, where it only showed darkness, and then it came back.

         Now the man’s face was being filmed right up close. The camera panned over it. He was not entirely dead. The bones on one side of his face had been completely crushed as he hit the pavement, and a steady flow of blood was seeping out of it, rapidly spreading on the paving stones. The bloodied lips parted as if he were trying to say something, but there was no sound on the recording.

         One eye, shining with pain and fear, looked right into the camera. There was another expression there as well. Bertram moved closer to try to see it more clearly. It was surprise, as if he did not understand what was happening. That had to be what dying felt like.

         Suddenly, the face shuddered, and a muted sigh escaped from his mouth, followed by even more blood. Then the eye was completely still, and the expression made Bertram slam the lid shut on his laptop a bit too roughly. He sat with both his hands on the laptop for a long time, gazing at the darkness outside his window.

         It was him. Julius Habekost. And now he was dead.

         He tried calling Felix but got no reply.

         Bertram was lying in bed on his back, staring at the ceiling. It was a full moon, and the UFO-like lights went through a narrow slit between his curtains, creating a mystical stripe of light across the wall behind the desk right above his laptop, making the leather of the jacket glow. Who was the man it belonged to?

         Bertram felt like standing up and throwing it out of the window. He decided that he would, after all, ask The Handler if he might try selling it.

         He had never seen a dead person in real life before. The eye that suddenly stopped looking at anything kept staring at him whenever he closed his eyes. Why couldn’t he have inherited his dad’s bravery? He was not afraid of anything, and he had been capable of killing another person.

         Felix, Kasper and Jack thought it was cool to have a dad like that. They felt that the other person must have had it coming, and that he must have deserved to die. Bertram had his doubts, because he did remember one or two things after all. He remembers his dad’s fists when he got angry, and that happened quite frequently. Eva Maja had had bruises everywhere, but not where it would be visible when she was dressed. Bertram had caught it a few times as well, but each time Eva Maja had stepped in, making his dad turn his attention on her instead.

         Everything had changed when his dad had gone to prison, and he was left alone with his mum. She had turned into a completely different person, but he sensed that there were things he couldn’t remember. Sometimes he would see quick flashes, as if remembering a single scene from a movie you had watched, while still being unable to remember anything else about it.

         Eva Maja refused to help him. She said it was normal not to be able to remember one’s early childhood, and that sometimes it was an advantage that you couldn’t. She couldn’t remember hers either.

         When the blackbird started to sing, and the moonlight was replaced by the light of dawn, he realized that he had managed to fall asleep after all. Come to think of it, it all seemed like one lengthy dream, as if his own brain had come up with it all during the night. It resembled the gory stories he wrote when he couldn’t sleep; a continuation of Until Dawn. When he opened his laptop now, there would be no secret network, no list, and no dead man with his head crushed on the pavement.

          
   

         Roland Benito was standing on the pavement. He tilted his head all the way back, looking up to the fourth floor of the building. He then let his gaze slip downwards, following the same trajectory the body would have traveled: Twenty meters of free fall.

         The corpse had been taken away in an ambulance, which did not bother switching on its siren, but there was still a dark red stain where the soft tissue of the body had hit the solid concrete of the pavement.

         “I hate these emergency situations,” Mark Haldbjerg remarked behind him. Roland turned around to face his colleague.

         “Are the officers still here, or would they prefer not to make a statement until they have their own attorneys present?” he asked.

         The European Human Rights Court had pointed out that in cases where a person had died following a police action, it was compulsory that the situation be investigated as quickly as possible. Not only to work out whether or not the implicated officers ought to be persecuted, but also to find out if the police or other authorities might learn anything from the events.

         The Chief Investigator, Viktor Enevoldsen, had explained minutely the responsibilities of The Independent Police Grievance Unit in these situations, but oftentimes it was impossible to interview the officers in question right away, because they required a particular attorney who would not be available until later - often several days later.

         In earlier cases, the unit had been severely criticized, because the accused had been able to talk to each other before being interviewed and could therefore agree how they would explain what had happened.

         “They’re still here, and ready for the interview. They are both rather shaken up, understandably enough. Let’s get up there. The building has a lift.”

         Roland nodded, feeling particularly pleased about the final part of the statement. He had started playing tennis with his granddaughter yesterday evening, and his thighs and arms were still aching. He was relieved that he would not have to walk to the 4th floor. From his perspective, it might have been rather an unfair match; a middle-aged man who took no exercise worth mentioning, against a young teen-aged girl. But they had both had fun, and he had managed to get closer to Marianna, who was otherwise at an age where she would prefer to interact as little as possible with the adults in her life.

         “I have been informed that the deceased worked as a prison guard,” Mark said as they were going up on the lift.

         “And he simply jumped, without the officers being able to prevent it?”

         “Apparently.” Mark shrugged just as the lift door opened. “No one knows what the hell happened.”

         “We’ll find out, Mark. We have to determine whether or not the two officers were at fault in any way as far as this tragedy is concerned.”

         Mark nodded.

         An elderly lady with her arms crossed was standing next to a younger man, who adjusted his spectacles as the two of them tried to walk past.

         “I live next door. I was the one who called the police…” the lady explained, tapping her woolly-stocking-wearing foot impatiently.

         “Please return to your own flat and wait there. We’ll be along in a minute to talk to you,” Mark said, politely ushering the lady towards the door of the neighboring flat.

         “I live further up,” the young man explained, pointing up the stairs. “I just wanted to see what was going on when I saw the police car from my window.”

         Roland and Mark went in through the open door to the prison guard’s flat. The furniture was sparse, and looked as if it had either been inherited, or bought at garage sales. Roland nodded firmly at the young man, who had stayed in the hallway with a curious look on his face, and shut the door behind him. One of the officers was leaning against the wall next to the bed, on which the other one was sitting, looking as if he had suffered the worst shock out of them.

         “We’ll take over the investigation from here,” Roland said to the two crime scene technicians, who were hovering nearby.

         They nodded.

         “I was the one who called them,” the officer leaning against the wall remarked. He stood up straight and extended his hand. “George Marsh.”

         The officer on the bed was named Leif Skovby. Roland had met Skovby before, back when he too was working in the East Jutland Police. He shook his head as if to dislodge a nightmare.

         “We didn’t do anything. He had already jumped out of the window when we came in,” he muttered. George Marsh confirmed this by nodding silently.

         Mark shot a telling glance at Roland.

         The two officers had already had the chance to agree on their version of the story, covering for each other if their approach had not been entirely within regulation. And apparently it hadn’t, since it had resulted in a person’s death.

         “Tell me what happened from the beginning,” Roland said encouragingly.

         “We received a complaint about noise from the flat. We were close by on our patrol, so we hurried here, but when we arrived, he had already jumped. As you can see, there is no sign of any struggle, and no one else was in the flat.”

         Roland looked around the flat, which was unusually tidy, it almost looked as if the sitting room had just been renovated, and he also noticed a faint smell of new paint.

         “What is the name of the deceased?” Mark asked.

         “His name was Julius. Julius Habekost.”

          
   

         Bertram sat down at his desk and cautiously opened his laptop, as if he were afraid that monsters would come running out of it.

         It had not been just a dream. The link was still there, and when he logged on to the black page, the video was there as well. He didn’t click on the white arrow. Instead, he looked at a new picture, which had appeared next to the following name on the list: Vivian Elsted, a woman with bangs as black as coal.

         She looked slightly Mediterranean. There was something authoritarian about her visage and the stern look on her mouth with the bright red lipstick. She reminded him of an actress.

         Suddenly, Bertram smacked his own forehead with the palm of his hands and smiled. Of course! It was probably all an act. The sense of relief flooded through him, and he felt like laughing. It was the sort of thing they might have come up with themselves: The Hawks.

         They had talked about it back when it was trendy to film traffic accidents and put pictures of the victims on YouTube. It made for lots and lots of hits and shared, and as Felix had pointed out, you never knew if the films were genuine. Now this Vivian was the next person who had to post something scary. But why have a secret network, if the aim was to get as many hits as possible?

         Of course, that would be because people could misunderstand it, just as Bertram had just done himself. Maybe it was just a small group, like themselves: Like The Hawks. He smiled again, shook his head at his own stupidity, and shut down the laptop again. Then he went to the bathroom.

         Eva Maja was still sleeping. The door to her bedroom was open. She was on her side with one of her slim legs outside the covers, which she hugged close to her as if she were embracing a man. Her skin was light. There were freckles on her arms. No bruises, just a black Celtic-style tattoo on one of her shoulders. She had stunning breasts for her age.

         He immediately looked away, hurriedly closed the door, and went into the kitchen while yawning loudly. He hadn’t been driven there by his hunger. He was never hungry in the morning. He could easily wait until noon, which was when he usually woke up, and he usually had a burger with the lads at McDonald’s. But he couldn’t fall back asleep, and so he decided to make coffee for Eva Maja, to make up for last night.

         Now he regretted that he ruined her happy mood by passing on The Handler’s greeting from his dad. It was an unwritten law that they didn’t talk about him. Ever. Who knew if that greeting was even true?

         Had The Handler even visited him in prison? Bertram wasn’t even aware that they knew each other.

         The newspaper landed on the doormat with a thump, as the delivery person pushed it through the letter box. Bertram fetched it and looked at the picture on the back page as he walked back to the kitchen.

         An attorney, who was apparently quite famous, had driven head first into a tree, and died of her injuries. She was alone in the car, it said. Car accidents happened all the time. It only made the paper because it was someone famous. Or maybe it was because it was a new car, and the airbag had failed. He had heard about airbag manufacturers who had delivered shoddy products to lots of car makers. Bertram threw the paper on the table without giving it a second thought.

         “You’re up early!”

         Eva Maja looked cranky and sleepy. She dragged herself to a chair with a pained expression and one hand on her forehead. Her dressing gown was open in the front. Her bra was a faded red, lacy, and the colors had started to run.

         “Hmm,” he replied, because he was focused on counting the number of spoonsfuls of coffee he was putting into the filter in the machine.

         “You never drink coffee in the morning, Bertram.”

         She already had the first cigarette of the day between her lips, looking like she would soon turn sixty, rather than forty. The pillow had made a patterned indentation on one of her cheeks, and once again Bertram saw Julius Habekost’s mangled face in front of him. But that was all an act, of course. Damn convincing special effects though.

         “It was supposed to be a surprise – for you.”

         “Bloody hell!” She shot him a crooked smile and lit her cigarette. “If you come bearing gifts, I’d appreciate a handful of painkillers a lot more. They’re in the bathroom cupboard.”

         Bertram switched on the coffee machine and went into the bathroom. He found the pills in the medicine cupboard next to the other pills, for depression and anxiety. Fortunately, it had been a long time since she had taken any of those, as far as he knew. Not since his dad… no, he definitely did not want to think about him. The Handler shouldn’t have reminded him of him.

         Eva Maja washed down the two tablets he gave her with a sip of water and a quick throw of her head backwards. She wrinkled her brow, looking as if the motion made her head hurt even more.

         “Don’t you want coffee then?”

         “Perhaps. In a minute. When this fucking headache is gone.”

         “You shouldn’t drink that much.”

         “You’re one to talk! Switch on the TV, would you?”

         Bertram followed instructions once more, and switched on the TV in the kitchen. They always looked at that while they were eating meals together, which they would normally only do in the evening before she went to work. That was alright by Bertram, then he wouldn’t have to listen to all her questions about what he had been doing that day, and how his job of delivering papers was going.

         They were in the middle of one of the endless number of weather reports on the morning show, as if Denmark was a large enough country to merit a meteorologist’s detailed information every fifteen minutes. At the same time the coffee machine spluttered to a halt, the news report began.

         “Be a dear and give me a cup of coffee, so it can cool off a bit. I hate it when it’s too hot to drink.”

         Bertram put the pot in the middle of the table: No more waiting on her. She got the message and poured coffee into her mug, while she watched the TV screen.

         Bertram was not really paying attention. He felt a bit hungry after all, cut himself a slice of bread, and found butter and chocolate spread in the fridge. But as he turned around, he froze at the sight of the image on the TV screen. He started listening to what the news anchor was saying.

         “… The Independent Police Grievance Unit is investigating the matter due to the presence of the two officers in the flat of the deceased prior to the suicide. The IPGU do not wish to make a statement at this time. Julius Habekost was 58 years old and celebrated his 25-year anniversary as a prison guard last week. He leaves behind an ex-wife and a daughter. The divorce is thought to be one of the main causes of the tragic suicide.”

         Bertram sat down and forgot to bring the knife and butter to the table.

         “Habekost! No wonder the man killed himself with such a daft name,” Eva Maja said laughing, putting out her cigarette in the ash tray. She looked at him. He kept staring at the screen, even though the image of Julius Habekost had disappeared, and the story now was about the EU and Brexit.

         “What’s the matter? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

         Bertram said nothing. His throat felt as if it had been tied in a knot.

         “You’re scaring me, Bertram. What’s the matter? You couldn’t possibly have known that dead bloke. As far as I heard, he lived in Horsens, that’s almost 50 kilometers from here.”

         “What if… what if it wasn’t a suicide?”

         “What are you talking about? Watch out for that imagination of yours. It’s sick, you know.”

         “It’s not my imagination, I have…” He froze. How could he tell her about the secret network without letting her know that he had stolen that jacket? She would go spare if she found out he made his money stealing, and not just delivering papers. To make matters even worse, he had stolen it from the restaurant where she worked.

         “You… you know how Felix… is practicing… to become a hacker, right?”

         “A hacker? Isn’t that illegal?”

         “Yes, if you use it that way… Felix doesn’t, but he has discovered a secret criminal network, and they might be the people who killed that prison guard… there is a video online where his head is crushed against the pavement, the blood is flowing from it, and…”

         Eva Maja listened with a look of terror on her face, and Bertram thought she had understood what he was saying, until he realized that the terrified look in her eyes was massively exaggerated, and with a trace of amusement.

         “It’s true!”

         Eva Maja lit a new cigarette and shook her head, while she looked at him and smiled overbearingly.

         “Where did you get such a lively imagination? I’m sure it didn’t come from me. Is it a new horror story you came up with during the night?”

         “But…”

         “Yes, I know you write that sort of thing, Bertram.”

         “How would you know? Are you looking through my…”

         “Looking through! You forgot to shut down your computer one day when you suddenly had to rush out of the door. I read some of it. My word, it was ghastly. I don’t understand how it could have come out of that sweet little head.”

         She poked him in the forehead with her index finger and shook her head again.

         Bertram stood up angrily.

         “You have no business being in my room, and you never believe a fucking thing I say anyway!” he yelled.

         “Steady on. If it’s true, Bertram, why don’t you tell the police? I can go with you if you don’t want to go alone,” she said with a disarming smile.

         Bertram wanted to reply but kept it in to avoid saying too much. He definitely didn’t want to talk to the police. They were already looking for him in connection with that burglary the other night – and all the others. He turned away from his mum and went to his room. He slammed the door hard and tried calling Felix again, but he still didn’t reply.

         Bertram went over to the jacket and started looking through all the pockets again. If he could only find out who the owner was, he could tip off the police anonymously. If he had anything to do with the network, of course. There was nothing in the pockets, and not inside the lining either.

         He sat down in his chair in front of the laptop. Reluctantly, he typed in the user name and password once more, and once again he saw the image of Julius Habekost. But something had changed again.

         Now there was also a video clip next to the image of the woman, Vivian Elsted. He remembered seeing that name before, and then it struck him that that was the name of the attorney in the newspaper article: The one who had driven her car into a tree.

         His fingers trembling, he clicked the white arrow. The video started playing. Once again, the face was being filmed, but Vivian Elsted was not dead. The airbag in the car had no air in it and was hanging limply, like a used condom. Apparently, it had worked properly.

         Vivian Elsted was looking out of the open side window, looking shocked and disoriented. Bertram had read that when an airbag was triggered, there would be quite a loud noise due to the explosion required, and that a white powder would be shot out of it, usually making the passenger lose their sight and hearing temporarily. It was obvious that she was in exactly such a state. She was blinking at the camera filming her.

         The car door was opened by a hand wearing a glove. Bertram stared at it as it went to the back of her neck, grabbed her black hair, and pulled her head all the way back. The other hand used the neck of a bottle containing some sort of clear liquid to open her mouth. He poured it inside her, making it run down her chin to her chest. Was it a bottle of gin? She hardly even managed to resist.

         Then the gloved hand, still grabbing her hair, forced her head forward, smashing it hard against the steering wheel several times. The limp white airbag went red with blood. The camera panned over her mangled face, resting heavily on the steering wheel.

         Bertram attempted to swallow what was amassing in his throat. His gaze went to the next name on the list. Karl Dallerup. He realized the significance of the names on the list. It was the names of people who were going to die, and he knew who would be next.
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