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         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.
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