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Raff tore with his flashing new Maserati across the hot asphalt. He was quite proud of his new toy and naturally he wanted to find out how much it was worth on the road. Steel-hard Body-music was steaming from the speakers, the right pedal against the floor, the elbow casually hanging out of the opened window and a shining, black pair of Goofy sunglasses on the nose of his streamlined face… Raff felt incredibly cool. He leaned a little bit more backwards. The howling of the engine and the thumping of the music mingled into a whirling wall of sound which closely resembled a jet engine having a cold. He didn’t consider himself to be the coolest guy on half the planet for nothing. Or rather make that the whole planet. The needle of the speedometer was rapidly approaching the one hundred and forty mark and on these little country roads this was becoming a bit irresponsible. Yet, the sun was shining, there was not a single cloud in the sky and who or what would be able to bother Raff? The road was getting narrower and more winding; houses were flashing by. In the end, Raff couldn’t see the houses anymore. They turned into blurred brownish stripes on either side of the road. Less and less Raff was taking the nice bends into consideration where the engineers had given rein to all of their designer talents. Here and there adjacent little Buxusplants were already in for a treat. But that wouldn’t be the end of it. That wouldn’t be cool enough. 

Suddenly Raff glanced very interested in his rear view mirror. He had always wondered why one actually needed such an absurdity in a car. It looked so common on that dazzling windscreen. But on moments like these he was nevertheless pleased that it was there. A fierce, blue flashing light appeared behind him and approached the Maserati bit by bit. This flashlight was in fact accompanied by a biting siren, which Raff obviously couldn’t hear in the least. He turned the Body-music another few ticks louder until the suspension of the sportscar almost started pounding along. A very wide grin came on is face while he braced himself in the comfortable leather seat.

The flashlight belonged to a police car the pistons of which were about to fly though the bonnet. The owner of this car didn’t care in the least. He would never give up and eventually call that speed devil in front of him to order. This owner was Inspector Vermel. His most striking feature was without any doubt the thinning, curly hair that jutted rather carelessly out of his skewed police hat. Once he could have passed for a bleached member of the Jackson Five, but that was already some time ago. All in all Inspector Vermel wasn’t really a policeman in heart and soul. Most days he had to drag himself to work, bent under missed opportunities and flopped careers. But today his vile smile was larger than usual. He was rubbing his hands in the passenger’s seat because he had just decided that today would be the day of the year as far as he was concerned. And he had also decided that it would absolutely not be the day of the year for that piece of riffraff that was racing in front of him. That’s something he would make that buffoon perfectly clear! He knew all too well who that buffoon was, because there was only one villain who would dare to zoom across this back road at this breakneck speed with his elbow carelessly hanging out of the window while wearing black Goofy sunglasses. This time Raff would not escape! Inspector Vermel looked at the officer who was sitting next to him at the wheel and prompted him to drive even faster. A rather optimistic question for the driver of an old Volvo, but he nevertheless obeyed immediately.  Slowly but steadily the policecar sneaked closer to the unleashed Maserati. That this officer obeyed the order without questioning was already a victory in itself for Inspector Vermel. It was predominantly because of this police officer that the career of Inspector Vermel had taken a flight which could rather be compared to that of a turkey than the rocket he had always imagined. Constable First Class Peacock was not really what his long title would make believe. He hated this job which he had only received because his father had exposed him at the door of the police academy when he had become eighteen years of age. He hated that bore of an Inspector Vermel who always told him what to do and what not to do. He hated everything, except the proverbial “by the book”. But unfortunately enough his own interpretation of it. However at this moment his interpretation was that he needed to step on it, so he called upon the Volvo to surpass itself for once. Not that the Volvo felt like surpassing itself and it demonstrated this by shaking and rattling as if it would burst out of its rusted joints. The worn suspension made the car dangerously rock and wobble and it was a miracle that they hadn’t already crashed into one or the other living room to park by the coffee table. Constable First Class Peacock actually fancied a cup of coffee.

Dust blew up in wild swirls every time Raff wasn’t very particular about the road anymore. Because of all that dust the two policemen didn’t see a hand in front of their eyes, but that wasn’t that much of a problem since they only had to follow Raff’s track. And that was dead straight. A letterbox on a wooden foot went to pieces when the nose of the Maserati scooped it up. After a brilliant quadruple summersault it missed the policecar by only an inch. Inspector Vermel stiffened, because things became serious. This was what he’d been waiting for all of these years. He unbuttoned his holster with a stylish gesture and took the oiled Magnum big calibre out of its cover. His grin widened almost up to his ears and that was unusually far for him. 

A perfectly trimmed beech hedge came into sight where the road made a ninety-degree turn to the right. At the left, however, a stunningly beautiful girl with matching deep cleavage around her rich nature was just standing there being smashing. Underneath she wore a miniskirt that made a hopeless attempt to cover her gorgeous behind, but which failed miserably in that regard. Raff got into difficulties. Both left and right had their advantages and disadvantages. 

A lady at age was just removing the last disobedient leaves from her hedge with a pair of pincers when she saw the dust cloud thundering towards her. The choice between left and right was just too much for Raff. The lady screamed when she saw how the circumference of the Maserati had precisely been slammed out of the hedge. It rained branches, leaves and dust. 

“Stoooop!!!”, Inspector Vermel shouted in desperation.

“Huh?”, Constable First Class Peacock replied. He was puzzled by this sudden change of mind of Inspector Vermel. He didn’t understand it at all. First he had to follow. Then he had to speed up. And now he just had to suddenly stop? Why doesn’t that stupid Inspector think before he decided something? 

Before the lady realised what had hit her hedge, the hole had been expanded such that also a large Volvo would fit in. Eight deep tyre tracks ploughed the maidenly green lawn into a beetroot field. The petunias, which had one day won the lady a first prize in the local flower show, all lay flat and knocked out. 

In the mean time, Raff was having a problem. He had just driven through the washing line and didn’t see a thing anymore because of the flannel sheet that covered his line of sight. Also Inspector Vermel wasn’t as jolly as before because half of a white bower with accompanying climbing rose was sticking through their windscreen. And that rose was also sticking literally in his buttocks. 

“Time’s up for little boys’ play”, the Inspector grunted and he pointed his Magnum at the tottering Maserati in front of him.

A gunshot echoed through the air. Fortunately for Raff the bullet missed target by several miles. Constable First Class Peacock had to make a sharp pull at the steering wheel in order to avoid the garden shed. 

“Damn, you stupid Peacock!”, Inspector Vermel shouted while he had got the rest of that climbing rose all over him during that manoeuvre. He smacked the branches away from his face and pointed again.

Stupid Peacock.

In the mean time, Raff still didn’t see a thing through his windscreen, but that wasn’t all that bad. He had turned around the house and left the garden of the petrified lady through a second hole in the hedge. The stunningly beautiful girl was still standing there, this time at his right-hand side so he didn’t need his windscreen anyway. Her top seemed to fit even more loosely around her rich nature and her miniskirt had slid even a bit more upwards. She gazed at him with that passionate look he always got from feminine beauties. That was one of the advantages of being so cool. He would have liked to make a quick stop to ask her if she fancied a drink. But that would probably have been a little bit too cool. Pity.

Stupid Peacock.

A second gunshot sounded horribly close. Again wide. It was difficult to point when they were hobbling over the potato beds. On top of that the climbing rose was still stinging painfully in Inspector Vermel’s left cheek. He tried to push that stupid bower out of the windscreen, but it sat firm as a rock. He actually didn’t dare to move because every time he made the slightest twist with his body that rose squeezed more tightly around his limbs. It didn’t go anymore as he had originally imagined. Fortunately the second hole in the hedge appeared in front of them and he saw Raff drifting wilder and wilder across the road. He would get him this time! He had waited years for this moment and he would not let it slip away again. Even if Raff was probably not the number one on his wish list. That doubtful honour was reserved for the Cowboy. Or actually for Wingz? Or perhaps for that retard clown called Bobbie? Those three other cursed members of that perverted club of criminals which he had so long been searching for. The word “criminals” was in fact far too generous for them! A pretty little club of arrogant, anarchistic, anti-social nihilists. That’s what they were, all four of them! Perhaps Raff was the number one on his list after all?

Stupid Peacock.

Raff began to suspect that he had to do something quickly or it would all end in tears. The needle of his speedometer had also scarcely dropped after that garden rally. On top of that it was getting a bit warm in his cockpit, not unlikely because he was still nicely turned in under that flannel sheet. Therefore he was happy that he had eventually bought that convertible. It also looked so much nicer when you wanted to make an impression on the girls. So he could just as well try if that roof would indeed open up fully automatic as the salesman had promised. The weather was perfect for it, so there he went. One push on the aluminium button in the middle of the wooden console, that’s all you had to do.

“Click”, the unlocking mechanism said, as if it wanted to welcome Raff to the wondrous world of convertible driving. The roof opened just a small inch. What Raff hadn’t though of, was the fact that a partially opened top would not really be able to withstand the airflow at one hundred and forty miles per hour. And so he was driving convertible much faster than the twenty seconds the salesman had tried to make him believe. The top was immediately ripped off in a violent blow and catapulted backwards through the air, including the flannel sheet. 

Stupid Peacock.

The brains of Constable First Class Peacock worked more or less like filling a barrel with the pipette of a small bottle of nosedrops. Eventually, everything would be fine. The only question was when. Something was wrong in the mind of Constable First Class Peacock. He had the idea that someone had said something to him to which he would actually have to react. But he didn’t really know what it was. Hence nor did he know how to react against it. There was something, no, there was definitely something and it certainly wasn’t positive. It included the word “stupid”. Yes... that was it! But what was the rest again?...

“Stupid Peacock!!!”, Constable First Class Peacock yelled all of a sudden.

“What?”, Inspector Vermel asked in utter surprise.

“You’ve said stupid Peacock to me!”

There you were. Try to explain to that cobblestone-head that that was exactly one of the privileges of being an Inspector. An Inspector withheld the right at all times to say “stupid” to any of the officers under his supervision. That’s how Inspector Vermel saw it anyway. But this rule was not part of Constable First Class Peacock’s imaginary book and hence it didn’t exist. And Peacock was going to make that perfectly clear. Excuses were in order, and quickly too! These excuses were usually enforced in a quite violent way and it didn’t take long before Constable First Class Peacock and Inspector Vermel were involved in a heated debate.

The top and flannel sheet were flying high and graciously through the azure blue sky. It almost appeared as if they found themselves in their natural habitat. They floated quietly on the wind and gravity didn’t have a say on them. How could Newton ever have heard about a Maserati top with flannel sheet? No, endless their journey continued through the atmosphere and it closely resembled a still life. As if someone had accidentally pushed the pause button on the DVD player.

“Bang!” With an immense blow Sir Isaac Newton had eventually called the top and flannel to order. They smacked directly on top of the bower and accompanying climbing rose which still refused to leave the policecar. That was just too much for the Volvo. It had enough of it! Screeching it fell through the last bit of what had once  been a solid Swedish suspension and grazed with its chassis over the road surface in the direction of one or the other living room. The car smashed through the façade and parked under a lot of noise by the coffee table. Constable First Class Peacock and Inspector Vermel were just in time to join in on a cup after all.
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The Cowboy was worried. Not that he was particularly concerned about Raff. His friend could take care of himself; at least when he was not looking too much for a bit of crumpet. But they didn’t have a lot of time anymore. The police of half the country was after their skin and they never had a lot of time to stay somewhere. And that was a pity because it made it very difficult for example to enjoy a good pint of beer at a local tavern. Or two, because you can’t stand on one leg. Or three. Or Four. Or seventeen. The fun didn’t get any less for it. Especially when the coppers arrived. You had a reputation of being the biggest criminal threat in the country, and when you eventually had to live up to that reputation you crashed your getaway car without the cops having to do a thing. All in all they had been very lucky that the police in general wasn’t very clever so they could still do their business in total freedom. There was Inspector Vermel. He wanted to; you could see it every time on his face. His face was an open book, particularly when they had outsmarted him once again. That pitiful sadness, that tragic appearance, that distended, sobbing mouth. The Cowboy almost had to restrain himself to turn himself in out of pure compassion. Sometimes he cursed himself that he had founded The Four. He could just as well have been a decent doctor or solicitor. But that perfect future had abruptly come to a sad end. He had, so to speak, his own ideas about justice and a better world. Never again would he just watch things turn pear-shaped and take them lying down. He had good reasons for that.

The Cowboy tried not to think about it anymore. The dullness disappeared from his deep-lying, blue eyes. He patted himself on the cheeks and rubbed his shorthaired head roughly to push these terrible thoughts away. Worries had already caused enough wrinkles on his young face. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he was haunted every night by the same nightmare. A painful event, the memory of which wouldn’t let go of him. The nickname “Cowboy” was only related to one side of his split character. That side of him was wild, ruthless and one and all adventure and excitement. The other side had become a silent worrier, because of his past. The appearance exasperated as if he was carrying a heavy burden. It rarely happens that nature unites such contradictory qualities in one and the same person, but with the Cowboy they remarkably flowed one into the other. Without his diverse character, The Four wouldn’t even exist because he was at the same time the cement, the brains and the soul of that gang of rascals.  

He took his pair of binoculars for the tenth time and browsed along Forest Street. It was almost totally abandoned and that was not surprising since on such a sunny day the people would either be at the beach or have a quiet lie-down in the garden. Unless of course this garden would lie on the track of some sort of garden rally. To his great relief he spotted a large dust cloud in the distance that was caused by a not so new Maserati. Oh Raff, he’d wear his cars like his girlfriends. But at least he was approaching and that was the most important. Swiftly the Cowboy ran towards the van which was hidden behind the bushes, closed the sliding side-door and took place at the wheel. In the back Bobbie was having his midday nap. Bobbie was a bit weird. In fact, he was a total nutter. He lived in his own world, about three hundred miles above the Earth’s surface and floated there somewhere without a care in the world. When he said something, he just babbled a bit. Yet, he was regarded as the most intelligent and stoutest of the lot, although one wouldn’t believe so at first sight. Long, thin, actually very thin, blonde spiky hair and skewed eyes which seemed to look straight through someone. The combination with his raw falsetto made many eyebrows frown and let one be inclined not to take him all too seriously. Until you’d take a look at his feet because he wore genuine New-Wave irons with steel tip size twelve. There you go.

The Cowboy started the van and drove carefully up to the main road, where he joined the rushing Maserati. Raff looked a bit blown about and wore his Goofy sunglasses no longer quite as cool on his nose. A piece of pink flannel was still flapping at the side of the windscreen and the Cowboy could only guess where Raff had picked that up. What on Earth was he going to do with that idiot? At least a hundred times he had insisted to please not draw any attention 

“Vanish into the background”, he always said. 

And then this was the result! Mister absolutely had to have the latest Maserati, as if that wouldn’t already make any heads turn. But in the condition the car was in now, you could just as well walk about with a one-mile high arrow on your head saying “it’s me”. The Cowboy also hadn’t noticed the stunningly beautiful girl with matching deep cleavage and miniskirt yet who was sitting next to Raff on the passenger’s seat. Or, if you looked more carefully, rather on Raff’s lap. She was going to be the main star of the new film that Raff was going to produce. The Cowboy didn’t know anything about that movie yet either and Raff thought it would be wise to keep it that way for a little while longer. Together they drove up north.

About ten miles away a very heavy motorbike arrived around the same time at a supermarket along the A12. The Münch growled through its fat exhaust under the powerful strokes which the driver made with the accelerator handle. Majestically the bike came to a stop on the car park and after one last roar the engine stopped. Heat turbulences ascended from the enormous exhaust pipe which hazed the apartment buildings in the distance. A six-foot four young man consisting of more than two hundred pounds pure muscle slowly swayed his right leg over the bike next to his left. Then he removed his black Kevlar helmet and leather gloves and put them on the saddle. His half-long blonde hair with a bit of curl jumped up now it was released from the long captivity under the helmet. It was hot, but the bloke didn’t make any effort to unzip his black biker’s suit. Even though also he was steaming because of the absorbed heat during his journey. With a firm pace he entered the supermarket and headed straight to the crisps and nuts department. He was hungry. How Mother Nature could have given so much muscle to someone who survived on deep-fried food was one of these mysteries that were the envy of every weight-watcher. He took ten maxi-packages of crisps from the shelf, grabbled a crate of Trappist ale on the way and returned to the checkout. The young man had distinctive, light-blue eyes and reasonably long eyelashes which actually gave him kind of a Bambi-like appearance. But there was that sparkle in his eyes that betrayed his violent character. Well, violent; he had a very hard shell but his soft heart was definitely in the right place. Although he would never admit that to anyone. He was hard to the bone and everybody would have to know it. Also the cheap-looking lady behind the cash desk who gave him the standard greeting she had been instructed to give by the manager. 

“Building a party, sir?”, the ordinary lady asked with the voice of a badly tuned violin. The chewing gum which she casually hid behind her teeth didn’t improve her voice either. 

“No, I’m just hungry!”, the young man replied, visibly astonished about such a stupid question. As if no one could ever be just a little hungry. He admonished her with his prominent eyes. The ordinary woman gave him a doubtful stare back from above her fishbowl goggles, but then let it be. She already had her story prepared to tell later on to her neighbour. Not that much of that story would be true of course. But she vividly imagined how much more extraordinary the situation could have turned out. Eventually that had to become the truth then. 

“That’s eighteen Pounds sixty-five, sir”, she sneered.

The young man dropped a twenty-Pound note on the desk. He thoroughly disliked this kind of women. But the weather was nice and all in all he was in a good mood. So he would let her get away with her repulsive attitude just this once. And after all he was hungry. He grabbed the change with his big hands and returned to the car park with the same, heavy pace. 

An unpleasant surprise awaited him there. His bike was a rare piece of technical and artistic excellence which constantly drew the attention. However sometimes also the wrong kind of attention. Two obscure individuals were standing by his bike and one of them was trying to force the lock with a small screwdriver. It was a very hopeless attempt because the lock had been made out of hardened steel while the piece of kit had come out of the discount box of the local do-it-yourself.  After which it had eventually left the do-it-yourself for free, out of view of the security cameras. That little screwdriver had in fact been a major blunder. But now they had come this far it would have to serve its purpose. The punk who was standing guard while the other was occupied with his pitiful attempt to get the Münch going, looked as if he had already ridden on that bike for days. Dangling on a rope behind it. His looks were what one could euphemistically call “dusty” and fortunately he covered his breeding ground for vermin under an old, dented motorbike helmet. His eyes were reduced to two narrow slits and he made a very unhealthy impression, just like his partner. 

But unexpectedly those eyes burst open as if they had been blown up by a large bicycle pump. He suddenly realised that they hadn’t taken into account that the owner of a motorbike which develops a cool two hundred and sixty BHP normally doesn’t have the posture of Snowwhite’s Dopey Dwarf. Rather the posture of… the Hulk? That was already their second blunder and the evening hadn’t even started! He swallowed, gathered all that was left of his courage and tapped number two on the shoulder, as nervous as a very small nun on a penguin shoot. They still outnumbered that monster two to one and he felt reassured because he carried a nasty stiletto in his back pocket. The cold steel felt quite comforting and he moved his hand close by, ready to pull the knife out in a flash. Number two was the proud owner of a large, Mohican haircut which he had painted fluorescent green for the occasion. However he now regretted that rather bad move because at once he wished he could disappear against the wall of the supermarket like a moth against a piece of bark. So he hid behind number one’s back hoping to be better off this way. Not that there was lots of room to hide behind number one’s back, but it was better than nothing.

The young man grinned. It would become a better day than he had imagined that morning. It would become a much better day. His throat growled and for the two nitwits that was not a hope-giving sound. 

Desperately number one grabbed for his stiletto but he didn’t get that far. The Hulk steamed upon them like an unleashed rhinoceros and before number one realised what was happening he had taken a blow so hard that it not only shattered his helmet but also made him so high like he had never experienced before in all these years of thorough experimenting. In the mean time number two had come down a peg or two and had bolted before that insane monster could also have a go at him.  His legs had never been used to a pace faster than just mooching about, but in this hour of dire need running went better than expected. He sighed and squeaked; his lungs seemed to burst. How hard he tried, the many years deprived from physical activity started to take their toll and he could only pray that this lump of muscles wouldn’t run after him. The young man didn’t plan to do so anyway. He swiftly jumped on his loyal riding-animal which immediately released a mighty roar, as if it recognised its master. That thundering roar changed into a deafening howl when the young man pulled the accelerator. The reins were released; the rear wheel skidded violently under all that power. In no time the Münch reached such a breakneck speed that not a single speed gun would have been able to hunt him down. With amazingly steady hands the young man steered his broken loose motorbike in the direction of the fluorescent green beacon that was bouncing in front of him. He reached out with his left hand and grabbed number two by the collar of his worn skull-jacket and dragged him horizontally along in the flow. This wasn’t just being high anymore for number two. This became a dazzling flight at only one and a half foot above the surface. And number two had always had fear of flying too. The punk saw the stripes on the road flash by underneath him and he was so stiffened he couldn’t produce any sensible noise anymore. Especially because they were heading towards a sleeping policeman.

“Mamaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!”, the punk squealed when he saw the concrete, speed-reducing object shooting towards him.

Just before the chin under the fluorescent Mohican haircut would have hit the edge, the young man  nudged the handlebar so that the front wheel of the Münch left the ground and the bike was catapulted with great force over the obstacle. Roughly twenty yards further the bike slammed with a loud sigh of the suspension back on the road, still at the same relativistic speed. All of a sudden the Münch left a wet trail behind. The young man looked a bit worried at his bike for a moment but was reassured when he noticed that the trail originated from number two’s trousers. His day became exceptionally good. 

Eventually a large, wooden publicity panel for hamburgers came in sight. The young man thought that it could use a bit extra colour and steered directly towards it, after which he promptly veered his bike to the right. On that exact moment he let go his grip on number two, who was swirled by the centrifugal force dead straight towards the panel. The punk screamed horribly when he shot towards a ten square-yard hamburger. Like a spear he pierced through the panel with his Mohican haircut and he continued shuddering for another minute or so. Number two regretted that he had used extra strong concrete glue to keep his hair in shape because he remained horizontally stuck in the poster. The young man had turned round in the mean time and calmly drove back to the publicity panel where to everybody’s surprise there was now a black shrimp with fluorescent green hair floundering between the pickle and the ketchup. 

“My name is Wingz”, he said, “and remember it now!”

That was something number two wouldn’t easily forget anymore. 
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It was getting seriously late when the bright lights of the Münch cast a hole in the dark like the spotlight of a movie premiere. The bundle enlightened the entry lane of a nearly abandoned parking place next to the E19 motorway. Soon after the motorbike came to a halt between a Mercedes van and a Maserati. Wingz raised himself from the saddle, exhausted. It had been a long day and he was glad that he could take off his boots and give his body a bit of rest. Driving around on a motorbike all day was already tiring enough, let alone that one had to control such a monster. He got rid of his helmet, strolled to a water tap which was fixed against the wall of a small, brownish side building of the petrol station and put his blonde head under it. The water did him well as it splattered all around his neck. He closed his eyes and just let it run. It even flowed along his neck into his steaming suit, but he didn’t mind. It was still quite warm after a long summer’s day and the sudden chill on his back made him totally forget his fatigue. On the E19 cars and trucks flew past in a constant “whoosh-whoosh” although it wasn’t all too hectic. For Wingz it seemed miles away anyway. He wiped off his face with a big splutter, opened the zipper of his suit halfway and walked back in the direction of the car park. The three vehicles stood a bit aside, in the back. Five big lorries cut them off from the motorway so they were very well hidden. Good. Here they would be safe for a while. From time to time there was some merchandising going on at these kinds of car parks and for most people it wouldn’t be advisable to walk about there during the nightly hours. But Wingz didn’t worry about that at all. He stretched himself and knocked on the van’s side door. 

“Shhhh, Bobbie’s asleep”, the Cowboy said when he appeared from behind the Merc. Raff stood by him. “You’re later than usual”. 

“You don’t have to remind me about that”, Wingz replied, “it’s getting worse and worse with those threadaways”. 

“Don’t tell me you’ve been involved in yet another fight?”, the Cowboy frightfully asked.

“Bah, can I help it if two of that scum want to steal the Münch?”

The Cowboy put on a critical face. The others were used to that kind of look from him and realised that most of the times when he made it he was right. They cold better do without that kind of public attention because the police were always on the lookout. The Cowboy had also told Wingz so many times that they shouldn’t draw any attention to themselves. Fortunately he still didn’t know about that brand new publicity sign! 

“Mister Raff here also brilliantly succeeded in getting Inspector Vermel behind his back!” The Cowboy cast a fierce look on Raff. “You could just as well have gone to the police station to personally give him your best regards!” 

All three were looking at the roofless and mud-covered Maserati. Suddenly they all burst out in laughter and also the Cowboy could hardly restrain his tears of joy. How much they would have loved to have seen the faces of Constable First Class Peacock and especially Inspector Vermel the moment they flew into that living room,  completely with bower, convertible top and flannel. The police – your friend, as it were. 

The police in fact didn’t amount to much anymore. The Superintendent was a hopeless relic from the age when cosy village policemen were still hanging about the local pubs. Probably back then there were still dinosaurs hanging about there too. Regretfully the times had changed and gradually anarchy started to take the upper hand on the ordered society. On top of that simpletons like Vermel and Peacock had been promoted to respectively boss and bigger boss, which obviously didn’t really improve the situation. It had all been one ghastly mistake. The longer their existence as outlaws lasted, the more the Cowboy started wondering in what kind of wicked adventure they had got themselves into. Not that his friends blamed him for that in the least. In the contrary, Wingz, Raff and Bobbie quite enjoyed this kind of lifestyle. They actually enjoyed it just a little bit too much. It had become a game; the very funny kind. But the Cowboy knew that there would always come a moment when one would get enough of it; even when you’ve had such a good time. He feared more and more that this moment wouldn’t be far off and he was at wit’s end with that thought.  His mates always said that they would stay loyal to him and his self-imposed task up to the end of the world. Yet he knew that that was just talk. And even if it weren’t, he would forbid his friends to go as far as he had in mind because he couldn’t ask that sacrifice from them. How much the Cowboy abhorred the task that according to his conviction had been laid on his shoulders, he believed it to be his duty to react there where the strong arm of the law started to show a slightly faggotty appearance. He had to and would put things in order.

Wingz took the crisps and bottles of Trappist ale out of his rucksack while the Cowboy installed three folding chairs and a camping table. It would be a nice picnic under the stars by the motorway. 

“Oh, you shouldn’t have...”, Raff joked when Wingz pushed an open package of super-crisps with salt and pepper right under his nose. With that statement, Raff had just kicked the perfect centre to his own goal but was sharp enough not to give Wingz the opportunity to open the score. He snatched a large pile of crisps and eagerly started nibbling. Wingz laughed. 

“You’re pretty fast when you’ve run into a fix, aren’t you?

“I juft chouln’t leth it paff, chould I?” Raff had to make a serious effort to speak with his big mouth full. 

“One day you’re going to mutate into a package of crisps!”, the Cowboy confirmed a certain trend in Raff’s eating habits. 

“Cowboy, have you had any luck today?”, Wingz asked.

“No, nada, nothing. Bobbie and I have thoroughly searched the entire neighbourhood, but apart from a couple of dispersed gang members we haven’t seen anything suspicious. It looks like we’re at a dead end over here.” 

“Same story for me. I’m even afraid that...”

There you had it. And Wingz was right. 

“I know, Wingz, but I will not give up hope. At least not just yet”

“Of course, of course. Neither will I. But perhaps we should start facing the reality. Over the past two years we’ve beaten up dozens of that riffraff and it’s still leading us nowhere.” 

The Cowboy bowed his head in silent consent. They had indeed been on the road for the last two years as “The Four”. Two long years of a seemingly hopeless search. Two years on the run for the fuzz. He leaned backwards in his chair and looked at the orange glow at the horizon in the direction of Brookden, the capital. The orange turned into grey and then black as his gaze went upwards. A little owl screeched in the distance above the continuing “whoosh-whoosh” from the E1 and it generated a kind of exciting cosiness for the four campers. Even though most of the cosiness had left them after those two years. Every now and then they stayed in a small hotel in order to enjoy a hot bath and a real bed. But they had to be extra careful with that. In the beginning it’s so much fun to wash yourself with a bowl of cold water and to sleep on a camping mat. Now their backs were yearning for salvation from that hard resting place. Even the wide seats of the Mercedes Vito were on second thought not as comfortable to spend the night on. The Cowboy had already considered a mobile home at one stage. However apart from the fact that such a vehicle would attract even more attention when driving around the villages, it would also be too slow and unwieldy when you had to escape. And their funds weren’t unlimited either, especially after all of Raff’s little escapades. Finally a permanent residence, how ever remote, was totally out of the question. The police should never discover a fixed pattern; no habits they could ground on to close the net around them. No, everything had to be done as unexpectedly as possible. Appointments had to be made at the last moment and where possible changed at the very last moment. It required a lot from his organisational skills and wore him out.

The Cowboy enjoyed the cold beer after again an exhausting day and quietly dozed off. 

4

There had been a time that all members of “The Four” had been in the same class of secondary education. It had been a good time and nostalgic as he was, the Cowboy often had to carry his mind back to it. It brought a faint smile on his face. 

The school was called “The Grammar” and it had always stayed a beacon of wisdom in a world that went to pieces ever more. The man in charge was the old Headmaster, gold-spectacled, distinguished, who had always enforced an unquestionable respect from his subjects. He was hard on everyone, however always just and understanding. He could call all of his pupils by name and nickname, as well as their good and mediocre efforts on the school benches. Yet every day he looked a bit more sad out of the window on the second floor to his kingdom beneath. It was still one of those old-fashioned schools where only boys were allowed. How hard the Ministry had already reprimanded him for that. The Headmaster didn’t want to move an inch because he was utterly convinced that bringing in female beauty would lead to irreparable decay. Well, that decay was there anyway. You could see it every day by the decreasing number of pupils and the growing clutters of vermin that came to make amuck at the other side of the fence. Some compared the barred fences around the school with a zoo in order to keep the predators in. In this case, the bars were there to keep the predators out. But now the playground was empty and abandoned. Classes were in session and the Headmaster saw the little heads through the enormous windows. Some of them interested about what was going on at the blackboard. Others dreaming and devoid of the least bit of attention. Eventually he would lose this war. Were it not with the pupils, then at least with the Ministry. He was getting on and his grey eyes, which could once have struck anyone like a bolt of lightning, didn’t shine as brightly behind the heavy glasses anymore. The man who had once been feared by all, slowly changed into a pitiful greybeard. His power over the buildings faded and his pupils were more and more exposed to the perverted influence from the outside, therein heavily encouraged by that scum. There, they would find the grubby bars and backrooms that were frequented by a very different kind of people. Weirdoes dressed in tatters who moved about on noisy bikes and excessively tuned GTIs. The kind of people who didn’t give a damn about Cicero’s tales or those infamous laws of nature. Even when they took total disregard of those laws and violently missed a turn with their toys, they didn’t mind at all. They were simply too high to experience any inconvenience in that regard. The only problem they found in that case was that for some kind of inexplicable and curious reason their gearbox had turned into an accordion. Like the creeps under the bed they predominantly lived during the night and demonstrated their reckless stunts on the public roads. At least, when they didn’t collapse in one or the other bar. 

It was during one of these nights that it had happened. The corners of the Cowboy’s mouth contorted. There had been a girl. She was beautiful beyond words and the Cowboy had secretly adored her every time she passed him in the street. Not that she paid much attention to him because as far as she was concerned he disappeared into the metaphorical background. Yet his heart made serious overtime for her and every time he was looking forward to the brightest moment of the school day. The bell rang at ten past four in the afternoon and together with his mates he speeded to the bicycle shelter. It was always very much ado because a totally chaotic crowd of pupils tried to worm themselves through an eight-foot gate at exactly the same moment. But the Cowboy had an excellent timing and usually succeeded to stand in front when the gates were opened up by the grumpy guardian they laconically called “Fluffy”. Fluffy always looked rather cross at the Cowboy because the latter didn’t always show a lot of patience. In fact, Fluffy always looked rather cross at everyone. It was part of his job. Considering the extraordinary curly-pate of Inspector Vermel, Fluffy did an awful lot better. This impression was enhanced by the fat, dark-grey cleaning brush that was hanging under his chin, which made it seem like his peering rat-eyes had been glued onto a ceiling mop. The Cowboy didn’t mind Fluffy’s discontent because he was already high up in the clouds. Straight across The Grammar’s gate there was a large, sandy square. When the pupils were eventually released from their prison, they cheerfully installed themselves on that square by the side of the road, all waiting for that same moment. An ice-cream salesman also arrived during the warm summer days and did good business. Dozens of kids were thus enjoying the sunshine with a three-double portion covered in whipped cream, while sparrows were arguing over the bits of waffle that fell on the ground. The Cowboy always stayed closely by the road, not too far from his friends. He gazed to the right from which direction the highest blessing for his young soul would come to him every day. 

There is was. The girls from the Girl’s School appeared, majestically seated on their bicycles in dark-blue uniforms. They rode in tight flocks past the boys who stared at them as if the girls were models in a fancy fashion show. The boys joked, whistled and waved at the girls, who clearly enjoyed so much male attention. But the Cowboy didn’t whistle or waved. He kept peering in the direction from where the blue platoons came, desperately longing for those few seconds of pure joy he was daily granted. 

And finally she arrived. She led her group and her friends pressed for the privilege of driving by her side. She was the bow of the blue ship and the sea of people respectfully bowed for her. She had an aura of dignity and uppermost womanliness; the perfect being as if she represented the ultimate objective of evolution. Her short, blonde hair frolicked in the wind, her smile was generous and ravishing. She was the centre of conversation and behind her a division of at least twenty other girls followed in rows of three or four, hoping to have the opportunity to ride next to her. With grace she turned the pedals of her silver-grey bicycle while her exquisite behind rocked gently on her saddle. The Cowboy’s mouth slightly opened and his head followed her as she rode past, as if she pulled it towards her with an invisible string. She took one brief look at him. Her turquoise eyes glittered in the rich sunlight and the dimples on her cheeks widened. The natural blush on her face became a slightly darker shade of summery red. It was only a fraction of a second; a moment so brief that no-one could ever have noticed. But the Cowboy had noticed it and in his thoughts he danced of sheer happiness. What he failed to notice was that her look was not exactly the one he had always hoped for. It was unperturbed and reasonably uninterested. Perhaps even a bit mocking. She felt his feelings for her and it pleased her. She didn’t know however whether she would one day be able to respond to these feelings. She was like a bird, free and independent. A boy would have to earn her giving up that independence. He would never stand a chance just because he stood there every day staring at her as if she was the Holy Trinity in person. She knew that she was very much desired and already dozens of times she had rejected the clumsiest requests from dozens of boys. Not out of presumptuousness, but just because she put very high demands. She believed that she had the right to do so and that nobody had anything to say on that. Her heart was not for sale for money and certainly not for cheap talk. She had already suffered enough. But that was something nobody knew and certainly not the Cowboy. Only true love would bind her to someone. So she turned her head forward again. Yet, when he was out of sight, she secretly smiled. She would let that boy fantasise about   what could be while she would continue to evaluate the male market. The boy would have to do with that very brief look for now. 

The Cowboy’s dreams on the other hand had taken over his world of thoughts and when she had disappeared he said goodbye to his friends. He rather wandered about than he was riding; his heart being again seriously overwrought. Everything he wanted to give her and everything he wanted to give up for her. He was just waiting for the right time to declare his love to her. It was the wrong time.

There was a party, organised by his class, in a small discotheque that was called “The Orchard”. It was an ordinary dancing facility, full of mirrors which were meant to make the place look bigger than it actually was. As a matter of fact, it had originally been a sort of tavern and the space was still subdivided in different compartments by fixed benches. There was a stifling mist caused by the smoke machine which spewed its  paraffin clouds every couple of minutes. On top of that one had to push hard to get in because the place was jam-packed. All in all it was an almost claustrophobic experience. Nevertheless the colourful floodlights and mirror balls rendered a quite romantic atmosphere and eventually that was the intention. It was the ideal place to chat up a girl. Nearly all the boys and girls from The Grammar and Girl’s School were present and it was a pretty jolly evening. The music bawled, the light sparkled. Everything was just perfect and there was electricity in the air. The Cowboy stood a bit aside next to his friends and didn’t really share their conversation. Much to his irritation the lads had settled in the middle of the main dance floor, right in front of the disc jockey and from that position you didn’t have a good view on the entrance. He was therefore constantly jerking and panicky looking around in search for that dream he wanted to make true that night. 

There she was, at last. She had just entered the disco with two of her friends and she was extensively greeted by everyone. She was even prettier that the Cowboy had ever imagined her and he shivered lightly when his unsure personality took control over his actions. He started to sweat heavily and sought refreshment in his glass of Coke. It didn’t help. Nervously he turned over and back, pretending to still share the conversation with his friends. But he had to pull himself together. This had to be his night; no, this had to be their night. It disturbed him greatly that the love of his life was also stalked by other boys who clearly shared his interest in the girl. They all seemed taller, stronger or more handsome than him and he started wondering how he could ever beat that competition. She kissed them all on the cheek. He saw her laughing with their jokes and one of them even dared to put his hand in her side and let it slowly drift down towards more private regions. If that wasn’t already bad enough she didn’t seem to mind at all. Her ties with those machos made such a frightfully strong impression on him and he hadn’t even had the chance to speak to her, let aside that she ever wanted to be spoken to by him. He urgently had to undertake something in order to attract her attention and waited impatiently until she came in his direction, still greeting and kissing everyone on her path. At last she approached him. The chat with those rotten bastards had finally come to an end. Just a little bit longer and he would be able to offer her a drink. Her name was Christine, but that was all he knew about her. So it was high time to change that. He looked at her beautiful nature-blonde hair and the generous smile she was spreading about. Her eyes were shining and wherever she came the crowd respectfully made way for her. With elegant steps she moved across the dance floor, closer and closer. Like a magnet she constantly gathered all the attention upon her. She was the focal point and the heart of the Cowboy was set ablaze. 

Even closer.

She danced, her blue dress with flowers swirled frivolously around her gorgeous body and slender legs while her arms made the most subtle movements on the beats of the music. Her friends danced around her like the leaves around the holy calyx. She was elegant and gracious. Her dress had little bows on the back and was tightly closed around her perfect waist. When some girls wore that kind of dress, it looked old-fashioned. With her it looked timeless. Lace embroideries decorated her shoulders and neck which was further accentuated by a golden necklace of a Madonna. The coin sparkled in the flashes of light coming from the floodlights and glitter balls. There was no more music. There was only her. She radiated and the Cowboy radiated with her in her shadow.

Only two yards separated them.

She smiled. That overwhelming, friendly smile that had the power to enchant the most unemotional character until one would become soft as wax in her hands before one would realise. Still it was a smile that would never abuse because she was a goddess of the upper world. She widely revealed the white pearls in her mouth and pulled all the attention to her, if that wasn’t already the case. Everybody looked at her and she clearly enjoyed being herself. Life had showered her with natural qualities, but without collapsing or without decaying into shear arrogance, she wore her talents with dignity.  

Only one yard.

The Cowboy smelled her exciting perfume intensively. A scent so unique it would forever stay in his memory; a scent so natural, like a hint of lime combined with jasmine, so exalted above all the mundane stuff produced by the cosmetics industry. Her sweet body could turn the most ordinary perfumed water into the most divine experience. The scent perplexed him and he passionately inhaled it. He wished he could lock up that odour in a plastic bag so he could secretly enjoy it still after she had left him. He wished that the odour would never abandon him. It became stronger; she was very close now, almost touching, even though she was still standing with her back towards him.  She said something to a friend and then casually turned in his direction. Her face appeared. Her lovely eyes closed to open up again a brief second later.

He already dreamt how her sultry look would enchant him while she would deeply penetrate into his soul. She would explore his thoughts and recognise that he was a nice boy. The oblique lines above his pupils would betray that he truly meant it with her and that she would find ever-lasting respect and love with him. And she would smile. Gently smile at him and the next slow she would become his. She would press her feminine body against his, drape her arms around his neck and keep smiling at him. The dimples in her cheeks would colour brighter red than ever; her desire for him admitted in the shy but somewhat roguish expression on her face. And then the magic of that night would bind them together forever in a passionate kiss. It was now or never. The words had lain ready on his tongue for weeks and he opened his mouth to release them.  

But it was too late. Three punks that had accidentally forced their way in had also laid their eyes on her and before the Cowboy could send her a first word they grabbed her smirking by the arm and pulled her along. She screamed, but her frail voice could not surpass the thumping music. The Cowboy wanted to go after her but bumped into the elated crowd of dancing youngsters who hadn’t noticed a thing. He fell, stood up again and saw her again when she was inconspicuously dragged outside. She was enclosed in three fat bodies and no-one saw her panic. No-one noticed her cries. Just before her head would have passed through the front door her eyes peered through the filthy arms in his direction. The first and only look she had ever convincingly given him was one of fear and pain. Not the eyes full of passion and burning love that he had dreamt of all of these months. Just begging helplessness. This look made him forget all of his shyness and fatigue in a flash. With his newly found strength he pushed everybody aside and wrestled in the direction of the exit. He pulled and pushed harder. He didn’t feel any burden nor pain any longer. The adrenaline rushed him to super-humanly efforts. He wildly fought his way through, he swam through the crowd. But it remained a slow stroke. She disappeared through the exit. He came too late. Once outside he still saw her one last time in the distance. In the mean time she had been dragged a long way into the dark street where even less people seemed to care about her. Everything was abandoned. He shouted. And suddenly everything faded in front of his eyes. For a very brief moment he saw the grinning face of a rotten punk just in front of him melt into one big blur, until he eventually fell on the ground. 
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The Cowboy awoke from his sleep in a state of shock. He had lived that dream more than a thousand times already but every time again it gave him the shivers. Especially since he realised that it wasn’t just an innocent dream. No, this dream had that vicious sharpness, that bang on the face and stab through the heart that only a vivid memory of an unfortunate event from the true past could accomplish. And this was a thousand times worse than just an unfortunate event. This was a flashback which only people with the cruellest and most painful past could imagine. A feeling as if a millstone would fall on your head and that all strength is taken from your muscles. He crawled up from his little mattress in the back of the van. His head felt as if it was about to burst because of a burning headache. He quickly rubbed through his short hair and looked at his watch. It was nearly six ‘o clock in the morning and the sun had just risen above the horizon. The three others were still fast asleep. But that was allright. He would surprise them with a nice breakfast. Still half-numb he stepped into the cool morning air and it immediately refreshened him.    

“Waaaah!”

Bobbie’s shrill falsetto startled the Cowboy a bit. It was rather poor timing after the millionth repetition of that dream. But Bobbie was awake and he wanted to come along. The Cowboy smiled at Bobbie and took the keys of the Maserati. Even though Bobbie remained who he was, he was nevertheless highly intelligent and realised very well what the Cowboy was going through. Even if that event had taken place such a long time ago. Also he fully supported the undertaking which the Cowboy had started, be it in his own way, and he would never let his friend down. 

The Cowboy started the car and together they drove away from the car park in the direction of the nearest motorway exit. The crisps that Wingz had brought along were still lying on his stomach and the Cowboy fancied something with a little more oomph than the stuff they sold at the petrol station. He also wanted to avoid that people would notice his freckled face too often there. 

The wind was cool, but did them well. The Cowboy looked aside to his friend on the passenger’s seat for a moment. The latter didn’t say anything as usual and just smiled a bit silly and yet looked quite understandingly back with his slightly wry little eyes.

“Yes, Bobbie, I know. I was miles away again.”

Bobbie said nothing back but kept staring straight into the Cowboy’s eyes like only he could.

“Perhaps the others are right. We have virtually everything we always wanted. We could just as well emigrate to a far and warm country and have a good time for the rest of our lives.”

Again no reply but the look had now changed, as if he was replying with his eyes.

“There are thousands and thousands of other girls on this planet indeed. Perhaps even much prettier and sweeter than her. Who knows up to which point I’ve began to idealise her after all this time. Who knows, she may be a whole lot different in reality, should I ever see her again.”

Bobbie gave a different reply with his gaze. His smile remained unchanged. 

“But it’s that bloody ignorance that’s hurting me so much, Bobbie. That whole injustice. I just loved her so much and I…”

The Cowboy stopped for a second and almost had to wipe away a tear. 

“…wanted to give her so much. And then such a thing happens. I cannot imagine what has happened to her because it must be something terrible. I would feel guilty for the rest of my life on that tropical island because I would be sitting there on my lazy ass boozing caipirinhas without having undertaken anything. What kind of a life is that?”

Bobbie knew all too well what the Cowboy meant and agreed with him by his look. Maybe the Cowboy had overreacted just a tad and maybe he shouldn’t have revolted against the entire State because of what had happened to the girl of his dreams. And yet he had a point. 

In the mean time they were driving through cosy, suburban streets where the residents weren’t thinking about getting up yet. In the mean time the sun had risen a bit higher in the sky and spread a pleasant glow over the landscape. It cheered the Cowboy up a bit. 

“Bah… enough moaning for today. I say we head straight to the nearest bakery because who else would already be open so early? Certainly not a… hamburger joint???”

The Cowboy kicked hard on the brake. The Maserati came screaming to a halt in a broad but deathlike main road in front of a hamburger restaurant which was apparently open at this untimely hour. This he had never seen before, but he thought it certainly fitted the bill. Yet the place seemed pretty odd because it was like an ordinary store in an ordinary house. There was a big glass door in the middle which was flanked by two large windows which almost touched the ground. Clearly there were tables and chairs and at the back the usual counter shined in the flashy neon publicity signs. The whole interior was brightly illuminated by the somewhat old-fashioned, orange lamps. A white sign above the entrance had in big, also orange letters “Tsjerno’s Hamburgers” inscribed on it. This sign wasn’t in a pristine condition anymore and especially at the sides it looked a bit greenish because of the algae that had flourished there over the years. But for a wonder it was also illuminated. While the Cowboy happily went to park the car, Bobbie had already got out. He gambolled in the direction of the entrance because he too fancied a package of chips and a double whammy with chocolate sauce. 
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It didn’t appear to become an enjoyable day for Inspector Vermel. It was already the fourth car Constable First Class Peacock and him had driven to pieces in less than a month. The Superintendent was getting a bit cross about that. And if that wasn’t already bad enough, their fleet of cars was getting rather exhausted and it was a big question mark if there would still be spare cars available. He was sitting all muzzy behind his desk, his hat even more skewed on his aerated curls as usual. His shoulder hurt, just like almost every other part of his body. In fact he had to be careful not to sit too much on his left buttocks because it looked quite perforated. Every time he put the least bit of weight on it, it seemed as if those dozens of thorns were still sticking in it. Fortunately he had nothing broken and given the circumstances that was already a miracle. It hadn’t been a particularly nice sight when they had shoved him into that ambulance with his naked butt upwards while he screamed and yelled every time a dutiful nurse tried to remove a piece of that cursed plant from it. An artistically noteworthy caricature lay in front of his nose which aptly illustrated that painfully comical scene. He heard the chuckle from his colleagues behind the half-opened door of his office. The humiliation was complete and all that because of those… them… He couldn’t find words sordid enough to realistically express his opinion on that degenerated little club of hooligans. He slowly got up from his chair and stretched his aching back. The latter produced out of protest a sound like a rusted spring. He decided to stroll to the inner court of the police building to find out whether they had already found a spare car. His fingers were itching to go after those four… those… that… hrrrgggll… again.

The police headquarters was in fact an old building that dated from just after the Second World War. But it could just as well have been from just before because it gave the impression that a couple of dozen grenades had hit it. It had obviously seen better days. There must have been a time when it was still a prominent and impressive building. In a very distant past, that is. It had a massive stone staircase which had radiated the grandeur and the authority of the police force in those historic days. A staircase to which many villain or crook had looked up to in shivers. But that staircase was now heavily worn and many bits of it had crumbled off. With resounding, flat steps the Inspector walked down those stairs, slowly and a bit wobbling as if he wanted to underline the present state of the building. He held tight of the wooden bar because he wanted to arrive downstairs in one piece. The staircase counted no less than twenty-five steps in a straight line and it wouldn’t have been the first time that someone had slipped and arrived on the ground floor in an alternative way. He had already been humiliated enough today.    

On the ground floor there was the big entrance hall. Big it was, that had to be said. But that was all there was to say about it. The reception desk was on the right, which was as always manned by an enthusiastically sleeping police officer. The desk was white and had a wooden top that didn’t really seem to fit on its support. To the right the top was slightly tilted and to the left there was an opening of more than an inch with the wall. Too much to cover up with any kind of silicone or wood paste in order to make it look right. So it didn’t look right, nobody cared. The wall on the left was covered with posters that had to stimulate people to drive slowly or to drink modestly. These had never been truly successful because these days the rabble raced and boozed about. Without even mentioning that stunt of the day before with that… that… driving one hundred and forty on a country road! It made the Inspector even madder than he already was. In the back there was a double glass door, which led to an inner court that could be called typical for a police headquarter. It was enclosed by the old barracks that had been built against the administration building. These barracks were dirty red-brownish with stiff, large windows which had been constructed but not maintained with military discipline. To the left you found the various garages which due to circumstances were now all empty and were therefore used to put useless rubbish out of sight. A small parking lot was at the far left and from there you could drive to the exit for official cars. Inspector Vermel pushed the glass door open and was immediately struck by the fresh open air. For a moment he felt a little better, until he spotted the fifth nail to his coffin, after The Four. To his great annoyance he saw Constable First Class Peacock beaming like a child on Christmas’ eve. He had to blink with his eyes for a bit. He perfectly knew in what kind of mood Constable First Class Peacock was in and he just couldn’t stand that mood of his. As a matter of fact he couldn’t stand any of Peacock’s moods. When Constable First Class Peacock saw the Inspector coming out he ran, no, danced joyfully to him. 

“It is incredible!”, Peacock sang

“What’s incredible?”, the Inspector asked.

Raff had once again slipped through his fingers, their car was once again wrecked to bits and he still felt that stupid plant biting in his behind. So no reason at all to feel happy.

“We’ve got a new car!”

Peacock’s voice began to resemble a Mozart-aria for soprano. It made Inspector Vermel even more depressed.  

“So what? Hurray, we’ve got a new car! Long live the Queen and tally-ho! But those… them… thth… are still freely running about, or have you perhaps forgotten?” 

The Inspector was absolutely not in the mood for the least bit of cheer, but Constable First Class Peacock didn’t let it get to him. He was far too excited for that. 

“We’ve got air-conditioning!”, he exclaimed.

“Air-conditioning”, Inspector Vermel grunted. 

“Yes”, Constable First Class Peacock chirped, “and a warning light for when your left-rear tyre is running flat!” 

“Warning light”, Inspector Vermel babbled.

“And so much legroom!”

“Legroom”

“And no less than ten anatomical seats!”

Constable First Class Peacock always saved the best for last.

“Anatomical seats”

Inspector Vermel was too dull to listen to Constable First Class Peacock’s brouhaha. He could only think about getting to that bleeding car with its air-conditioning and ten anatomical seats and to as soon as possible arrest those… that… pfffff… so they’d spend the rest of their wasted lives in the slammer. But... something wasn’t right. And it was not the air-conditioning. That was something he could still relate to an old Volvo. Even that warning light for when your left-rear tyre is running flat. That was also still allright. No, there was something else and it wasn’t nice at all. But what could it be?  

Constable Peacock had come to the pinnacle of his enthusiasm and grabbed Inspector Vermel by the arm, dragging him inexorably to the car park behind the corner of the courtyard. And there it was, shining and sporty: a Volkswagen minibus, complete with yellow-blue stripes, flashing light, air-conditioning, warning light and ten anatomical seats. Inpector Vermel was stupefied. He was already having so much trouble to describe that little gang of riffraff, but now he was absolutely speechless. His breath caught; his face turned a weird kind of purple as he stared at the minibus, totally petrified. No, this couldn’t be true. He had to be dreaming.  

“Isn’t she a beauty? And look at that beautiful colour!”

Constable First Class Peacock brought Inspector Vermel nicely back with his feet on the ground. He had a born sense of tact, at least, that’s what he thought of himself. 

“It’s a Caravelle GL, not a DL, a GL Grand Luxury, with air-conditioning above every…”

Peacock’s rattle sounded like a distant hum to Inspector Vermel. This just couldn’t be true! He could wake up every moment and all of this would just have been a bad nightmare. He was woken up indeed, but not by the sweet voice of his alarm clock. The roaring laughter of the surrounding police officers had abruptly returned him to this world. And the minibus was still there.

Inspector Vermel did his best not to pay any attention to the mocking and tried to judge the advice of one of his psychiatrists to its merits, which was to look always at the bright side of things. He had to admit that he was all in all glad that they had at least found some way of transport so the minibus just had to serve its purpose. On top of that he felt an imminent migraine coming up and he therefore desperately wanted to avoid a confrontation with the men, or worse, with Peacock. Those confrontations could last so long and lead to harsh quarrels with the necessary physical violence. Inspector Vermel didn’t feel up to that at all. He opened the left door and climbed heaving on the passenger’s seat. The minibus did have its advantages because you were sitting quite high so you had a good oversight. Also the air-conditioning turned out to be a winner because it brought the necessary refreshment which eased the migraine a little. Eventually the minibus’ biggest advantage was that it had such an effect on Peacock that he left Inspector Vermel alone. For that fact alone the Inspector would have given a fortune and therefore he didn’t feel all that unhappy anymore.

They drove out of the police headquarters and turned onto the main road, in search for a trail of that infamous foursome.
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Bobbie was very excited. That happened more often. He didn’t wait for the Cowboy and eagerly entered the hamburger restaurant, heading straight towards the counter. He already knew very well what he was going to order so he didn’t have to choose anymore. Therefore he failed to notice that there seemed to be remarkably little on the menu chart. The screens above the counter were lit and offered fat hamburgers, but the pricelist was totally empty. Just like the rest of the restaurant. No flashy publicity, no shelf with ketchup, straws and napkins, no chockablock bins, no mellow tunes in the background. Totally nothing. Just empty tables and chairs filled up the space. Except for one chair that was occupied by the fat behind of a rather strange-looking character. His head was shaven almost bald, except for two pitch-black stripes of frizzy hair which resembled Velcro strips. He wore a washed out t-shirt without sleeves which he obviously hadn’t taken off for weeks because it literally stuck to his skin. He was sitting by the door, casually and dropped off, his eyes closed behind the kitschy sunglasses that were parked on his greasy nose. But when the door was suddenly opened and that little gawky fellow with his spiky hair dashed in, he startled so heavily that he nearly fell off his chair. He immediately got himself together again, ran after Bobbie and quickly grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. The man was strongly built and could easily contain three Bobbies. He therefore had no trouble at all to restrain the intruder, who was franticly struggling to get loose from the man’s iron grip.   

“Well, well, what do we have here?”, the man grinned.

Bobbie was pulled very close and nearly collapsed because of the stinking alcohol-breath that the man was spewing out. He looked back very angrily but the man didn’t notice. He grinned a little more, happy with his catch.

“Hey, guys, look what we have…”

He didn’t get any further. In a lightning reflex Bobbie had swung his left leg and treated the man on a scorching kick against the leg with his New-Wave iron with steel tip. A streaming pain cut through the man’s leg and he immediately had to release Bobbie. He yelled and whined and grabbed at his leg while he was performing a kind of Indian-dance from one side of the restaurant to the other and back. In the mean time some of his mates had dribbled in from the service-door at the back. They watched the scene with consternation and disbelief. That their friend was swearing about, they still found quite normal. But that the cause of it turned out to be such a skinny young man was beyond their imagination. 

“Whaaa!!!”, Bobbie barked and his attackers recoiled a bit. It didn’t happen every day that they were scared off such a little fellow because usually it was them who were scaring off those little fellows. Now the roles had been reversed, they felt ill at ease all of a sudden. Like a wild tiger Bobbie gazed at the assembled heap of riffraff. 

“Damn, damn, damn…!!!”, the man growled while he was still wobbling through the restaurant like a drunk chicken with his hands around his right leg.

“Err… What happened?”, one of the newly arrived mates carefully asked to the jerking man.

“Damn, damn, damn…!!! Don’t you see, you idiot?”, the man angrily replied.

“What?”, the other one tried even more carefully.

“That perverted piece of crap is wearing bloody New-Wave irons with steel tip size twelve! Damn…” 

Respectfully and deeply impressed the punks looked at the rather unexpected footwear of the skinny bloke in the middle of the restaurant. Not that it didn’t suit him; far from it. But in some way it didn’t match the crisp, grey shirt and stylish, black trousers. Let alone the almost bony figure, the skewed eyes and the blonde spiky hair.    

“Whaaaa!!!”, Bobbie went on to add some more weight to his shoes. Eventually the punks decided that their fear might have been a little exaggerated because after all they were in a vast majority. It was still only a skinny little fellow. Cautiously they sneaked at Bobbie, step by step. 

“Whaaa!!!”, Bobbie roared, and the gang kicked back again. 

The attack was, however, only briefly repulsed. With renewed courage the punks jumped at Bobbie, carefully staying out of reach of the dreaded shoes. With six of them they grabbed Bobbie’s arms, three on each side, and threw him through the still opened door right in front of a stunned Cowboy who just wanted to enter the place also. 

Bobbie immediately got on his feet again and his look could only mean one thing: this was war!

“Whaaa, whaaa!!!”, he snorted and he was about to steam-roll back into the restaurant like a battering ram. Quickly the Cowboy got Bobbie by the collar in order to stop him from meeting with an accident. He jerked and roared but eventually let the Cowboy carry him away, obediently. Ten to one was quite a lot, even for Bobbie. The Cowboy thought it would be more sensible to wait for back up and brought his friend back to the Maserati. Bobbie still barked a bit, though, but in the end he plummeted in the passenger’s seat. The Cowboy took his mobile and called his friends to explain the situation. The adrenaline rushed through his blood and he was already looking forward to the account he was going to settle. He hated the lot of them punks into every fibre of his body and had sworn that they would pay to the last man. At last it appeared that they had found their hideout. The restaurant was obviously a façade for all sorts of things that couldn’t bear the light of day and the Cowboy glowed of impatience to clean up that joint. Perhaps this was the turning point. Perhaps they finally had a clue to their goal for which they had been looking for the last two years. He nervously put himself behind the wheel and waited. His eyes were glazed, his mouth showed a mean and frightening twitch. His fingers bit in the leather wheel until all the blood had been squeezed out. His mind was far away, somewhere at a party from a long time ago. The day of revenge was near.

When Raff and Wingz received the alarming phone call, they didn’t doubt for a second. Hard action was immediately required. Raff took place behind the wheel of the van and quickly drove away. Wingz followed a bit later with his bike. The Cowboy hadn’t really come up with a plan yet, but they’d soon meet near the restaurant to discuss the matter. It was beyond doubt that this plan involved a fight of some sort and especially Wingz was looking forward to it. Raff hoped that this time his hair wouldn’t get tangled again because these hairdressers were costing him a fortune. But in order to be cool one had to make sacrifices. Perhaps he was most concerned about the filthy little bugs those punks were usually carrying along. Imagine that they would start eating from his Armani-shirt! He couldn’t bear the thought!

While Raff was carried away by these thought, he didn’t notice that a strange Volkswagen minibus loomed behind him. At first sight it appeared to be the sort of vehicle which was predominantly used by gipsies or ice-cream vendors. Yet, these wouldn’t paint yellow-blue stripes across the minibus’ white body or put a blue flashing light on the roof. They probably wouldn’t have any air-conditioning either. This particular device was functioning at maximum power because Inspector Vermel wanted to keep his head cool this time. He would not let this fail again! The minibus cautiously followed the van; slowly but surely closing in on it. Inspector Vermel pulled out his Magnum. Whoever was driving that van, he would give him the scare of  a lifetime! Naturally no one would ever suspect a stupid old Volkswagen minibus to be a true police intervention car. 

Raff was driving in the direction of the restaurant and already saw its publicity sign show up in the distance. The Maserati was parked a bit further down the road. That’s where they had agreed to meet. Just wait and see, they were meaning business. Big time!

Inspector Vermel was cherishing the same thoughts, but involving somebody else. The minibus was gently overtaking the van and the Inspector had his Magnum ready to stick it under the nose of that piece of garbage behind the wheel. He was full of anticipation to see that villain jump out of his skin when he would masterfully arrest him. Just one more second, a little bit further and it would come to that. It was Raff, again! He clearly saw the elbow with the Armani-shirt. It made the smell of victory even sweeter because he would be able to give Raff a taste of his own medicine for that wild chase from the day before. Just a little bit further and… 

“Bang!”

A violent slam gave Inspector Vermel’s minibus a good shaking. Wingz had shot past on his bike and given the Volkswagen’s body a personal touch with his left boot. A pretty dent decorated the side of the minibus. Wingz rounded it off completely by saying a quick “hello” with his finger. This made Constable First Class Peacock go through the roof.  

“Ohhh!!!”, was the only word he could still produce.

“Stay calm, Peacock, we almost have Raff by the neck!”, Inspector Vermel desperately tried.

But it was too late. Constable First Class Peacock was gone and the question was when he was ever going to come back. He pushed the pedal through the floor as if he was effectively convinced that he could catch up the Münch with his Volkswagen. He didn’t pretend, he absolutely meant it. Inspector Vermel was sitting there as a dead loss. He looked to the left while Peacock zoomed past the van without hesitation and saw how Raff saluted him with the widest possible grin on his face. And that was very wide indeed. No, this couldn’t be happening. He had been so close! Suddenly Inspector Vermel came to his wits again and decided to take over the initiative. He knew all too well that at this stage shouting wouldn’t have any effect on Constable First Class Peacock at all. They had just passed the van and the minibus was trembling under the kick on the accelerator by which Constable First Class was spurring it. Inspector Vermel grabbed the wheel and bluntly pulled it to the left in an ultimate attempt to ram the van. But Constable First Class Peacock wasn’t put out by that at all and gave a tug to the right again. He had to and would get hold of Wingz, even if it were the last thing he’d do. He would grab him and hit him with a baseball-bat, cut him to pieces and shove them through a mincer into meat-sludge. Ohhh, how angry he was!  

The Inspector didn’t throw up the sponge yet. He suddenly gave a very hard pull and smacked the wheel out of Peacock’s hands. The minibus dangerously veered to the right and headed straight to the pavement. The right front wheel crashed on the border stone and the Volkswagen bumped with its right flank frightfully in the air. Because of the blow Inspector Vermel had lost his grip and Peacock had again taken control over the wheel. He pulled it so sharply to the left that the two right wheels definitely lost contact with the ground which made the minibus almost uncontrollable. On two wheels it now headed straight to the other side of the street. Inspector Vermel became as pale as a corpse and slightly whined when he saw the big display window of a hamburger restaurant inexorably closing in. No… not again!

“Slam!!!”

With a deafening smash the Volkswagen flew right through the window into the restaurant and thundered towards the assembled and stunned bunch of punks. Glass splinters flung about, chairs were knocked over and tables were crushed. There was no more escape. The punks were driven in a pile and the minibus propelled them backwards, as if it were a bulldozer. Eventually the whole lot came to a halt against the counter in the back.   

Dust filled the space and it became impossible to determine any kind of shape in the restaurant. Heavy coughing and rasping was all that could be heard. Although, when one would listen carefully it was possible to still perceive the soft rattling of a diesel engine. It carried on spinning joyfully as if it really had got a liking to this. When the dust cloud cleared up a little, the devastation became staggeringly apparent. Debris and pieces of furniture lay dispersed all over the place, just like the few punks that had managed to jump out of the way in time and were now covered in rubble. Most of the punks were squashed between the nose of the Volkswagen and the counter, heavily spluttering. 

This kind of grand finale was even beyond the Cowboy and his mates’ dreams! It was far better than their wildest imagination and they had to humbly admit that the coolness of Inspector Vermel and Constable First Class Peacock had largely surpassed theirs. Especially Raff was most satisfied. He had just saved another expensive hairdresser’s bill. 

Peace returned and The Four had decided to look for a bakery after all. Inspector Vermel swung the door open of the heavily damaged minibus. It squeaked in all its joints. But the door opened nonetheless and after all that the minibus had gone through this could be called a miracle on its own. Stiff and wooden he climbed out of the cabin, visibly astonished that he didn’t have a scratch himself. With an angry headshake he inspected the disaster their frontal attack on the restaurant had caused.    

“Now you see what comes of it!?”, he hissed at Peacock.

The latter was still sitting quietly behind the wheel looking into oblivion, even though he trembled a bit. His gaze could be compared to that of a hardworking, good father who had just returned from his office to find out that his wife had run off with the kids, plundered the bank account and set the house ablaze. He floated between nihilism, total apathy and an acute nervous breakdown. The words of Inspector Vermel resounded somewhere in the deep abyss that his mental health resembled to. But the meaning of those words was not getting through to him at all. He just kept sitting and didn’t say a word.  

In the mean time the majority of those punks had managed to worm themselves out of their precarious situation. Panting and wheezing they were shaking on their legs like straws. There was still an awful lot of dust in the air and it was difficult to make out any sort of shape, especially since they were looking against the bright sunlight that fell in through the smashed windows. On top of that their eyes were totally glazed. That had after all been the worst trashing they’d ever received in their entire life. Yet, they perceived a faint figure in a dark suit that was raging through the restaurant and who obviously wasn’t all that happy. He wore a police-hat, be it not very straight, and this hat brought them immediately in a state of shock. Before, they would have fought for the honour to have chipped that hat off the accompanying policeman. Now, panic struck their hearts. Against this kind of copper resistance was useless so in a quick reflex they raised their hands in total submission. 

“I surrender!”, they shouted together, hoping to hence be saved from further trouble. But the Inspector interrupted them because he didn’t really listen.

“It’s to surrender all hope indeed, isn’t it Peacock!?”, he yelled against his assistant behind the wheel. Peacock remained as still as a dear in the headlights and just murmured a bit. The Inspector then turned to his utterly astonished audience.   

“But please don’t worry. You will be reimbursed for the damage you suffered. We would like to sincerely apologise for the inconvenience.”

He pointed his finger at Peacock as if he was going to fire a nine-millimetre bullet with it.

“And if it were up to me I’d bloody deduct it from your salary, you nitwit!”

The diesel engine was still rattling and however irritating the noise sounded at that moment, it indicated that the situation for the minibus wasn’t completely hopeless. Inspector Vermel ordered Peacock to put the gearbox in reverse and the Constable First Class surprisingly obeyed without questioning. The minibus sputtered and thudded but eventually – under protest and with a lot of noise – gently moved backwards. The few punks that were still squeezed between the Volkswagen and the counter made a sigh of relief when the minibus finally released them from its, literally, iron grip. 

Inspector Vermel climbed back aboard and slammed the door in fury. He couldn’t resist giving Constable First Class Peacock a nice slap against the back of his head. There, that felt better! Constable First Class Peacock in the contrary remained totally numb. His thoughts were still with Wingz and the dent that this wretched scumball had made in the body of his beloved vehicle. And he had done it on purpose too! But Wingz had escaped and would now probably be miles away. He could have caught up with him. He was absolutely sure or that. He would have been close upon his heels and eventually would have knocked that Teddy boy off his moped. And then he would have put his minibus in reverse to roll him as flat as a pancake. But then something had gone wrong. He didn’t know anymore exactly what it was, but he was quite determined to give it some serious consideration.
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The office was dark. Very dark. For the untrained eye it was almost impossible to make out any shape in it. Especially when one was also wearing fashionable sunglasses. But it was reasonably large and minimalistically furnished so one still had a good chance to leave the office again without any noteworthy bruises or injuries. By the wall on the far side there was a dark desk with behind it a dark shadow which made a faint contrast with the slightly less dark background. The woman who had just entered the office briefly blinked with her eyes to adjust to the strongly diminished light intensity and then walked with a firm pace to the desk. She was quite familiar with the environment and not easily impressed. Not in the least by the person behind that desk. She found, by the way, that it was very rude of him to greet her while he had his back turned towards her. But also that was something she was familiar with.  

“Things have gone terribly wrong in the restaurant.”

“Terribly wrong? What could possibly go so terribly wrong that it is worthwhile bringing it to my attention?”

It had pleased the man behind the desk to finally turn himself round. He spoke with a most peculiar accent and clearly showed his contempt about this to his opinion unlikely news. His voice boasted the kind of arrogance that made it perfectly clear that he didn’t want to be disturbed by trivialities, like the hamburger restaurant.

“Well, if you think that being ram-raided by a police car is nothing special, I’m off again. Toodeloo!”

The woman swung round whereby the long raincoat that she loosely wore made a stylish wave as if it were a ball dress. She prepared to leave the office immediately again, her nose high up in the air. The man was suddenly all ears, however, and he regretted that he had tried to put her off so quickly.  

“Please, sugar, that’s not how I meant it. Sit down and tell me. How on Earth can you get ram-raided by a police car?”

She absolutely didn’t feel like it anymore but let the man have his way and sat down on one of the chairs in front of the desk. The tone of the man was still not to her liking and his accent was worse than ever.

“Just like I said. The police car slammed through the window and… bang… all was smashed to smithereens. All of the staff were nailed in one single blow.”

“What??? Have they all been arrested?”

A strange kind of discomfort sounded in the man’s voice. Not that it was very obvious, but it floated somewhere in the sub-harmonic frequencies. The woman had noticed it.

“Would you mind, then?”

“Well, no, of course not”, the man got his act together again, “but it doesn’t fit our plans an you know it.”

“Then calm down a bit. When I say ‘nailed’ I also mean literally ‘nailed’.”  

 “Huh?”

“Against the wall like with a bulldozer, get it?”

It started to dawn on him. Perhaps he had been sitting in this dark hole for too long and developed a slight paranoia. Or was it just relief. That last thought alarmed the woman even more although she didn’t show it. The man trembled and if there had been more light the woman would clearly have seen the big white rim around the man’s pupils. That was exceptional because most of the time the eyes of the man gave a very sleepy impression. He obviously feared the worst. 

“All in all it was just a little accident, nothing more. But the cause of it will probably be of much greater interest to you”, the woman subtly said. 

The man took heart.

“Now that you mention it, indeed, how could that happen? I didn’t know that the police had some kind of trail to that restaurant?  

“They still haven’t. That Inspector is so amazingly stupid that even now the bells haven’t started ringing. Don’t worry, at this moment the police is only concerned about one case and it certainly isn’t the restaurant.” 

 “O? And what may that be?”

The story started to fascinate the man.

“The Four.”

“The what?”, the man uttered in total amazement, “Never heard of.”

“You really haven’t been out for ages, have you? The newspapers are full of it. The Four is a gang of youngsters that have supposedly been making the roads unsafe for a while now. That is, what you call unsafe. In fact, they’re sweet choir-boys.”

The woman had to make a big effort not to burst out into laughter when she described the scenes that had taken place before and inside of the restaurant. Especially the way the punks got ‘nailed’ she found incredibly hilarious. The man not as much so, but he was already very happy that the police hadn’t got involved further and that the damage wasn’t too important. The police could be so annoying. He really didn’t needed that at all right now. His major cause for concern, however, was the fact that apparently there had grown a bond between the restaurant and The Four. More than that. It was war. And The Four didn’t only mean that the police would be around, they also could become a nasty problem on their own. He had to take action, and fast. The woman beat him to it.

“Perfect, isn’t it? “, she joked, “That’s settled then! When The Four are getting involved with that restaurant, the case is solved for us and the police will never know a thing.”

The woman almost cried victory and the man behind the desk had to take great pains to quickly come up with something. As a matter of fact, he absolutely needed her for his plans.

“And who’s going to pay for that?”, he sneered.

“As far as I’m concerned I don’t need the money anymore. If only that trash is cleaned up.”

She meant it too.

“Allright”, the man tried, “imagine that that trash is indeed cleaned up. Hurray and that’s done. But who is then going to pay for your future? You’ve dropped out of school. In fact, you’re even missing. Supposedly dead. Looks very nice on your resume when you want to apply for a job. Just took a Sabbatical year and then I thought, why not two or three as long as I’m having a good time? Just in order to do things thoroughly?”

The man tried to imitate her way of speaking in a highly exaggerated way bit failed miserably. 

“And let me remind you that we were having a deal, right? I didn’t know that you wouldn’t live up to your word, pumpkin? Maybe you don’t give a damn about a big pile of cash but I do. I’ve given you a second chance and we made that deal. A business handshake. It’s not very nice to try to wriggle your way out of it.”  

The woman was petrified. She knew that the man was right but wouldn’t admit it. Not even to herself. She felt a deep pain well up inside of her. That was right where the man wanted to have her. 

“Oh, sugar, you don’t have to be sad. Everything will be allright, you know?”

He triumphed. Fortunately.

“Look, you just have to be patient for a little bit longer and you’ll see. You know that we still need the restaurant and that we have to keep it running for now. And when the moment’s there… Kapow!”

The woman nodded. She knew it all too well and she didn’t feel like being reminded to it again.  

“And you know that everything that can harm the restaurant is dangerous. You’re clever enough for that.”

She knew it. At least, she thought she knew it. 

“Then you also realise that you will have to stall The Four a little, don’t you? Only after we’ve finished our business they can clean up the whole joint. Understood?”

The woman understood it. She got up and headed straight to the door, without injuries. She knew what was expected of her.

9

The weather was nice and The Four were having a pint on a cosy terrace by the canal where flat-bottom ships were sailing past. The scene brought a welcome rest after all the excitement of that morning and they fully enjoyed it. The sun was shining brightly and the little puffs of cotton that had to pass for clouds added a jolly note. Bobbie was having an orange juice because he didn’t bear alcohol all that well. He then always became very unpredictable and therefore the others were always making sure that he didn’t pour in anything stronger than a Fanta-tomatojuice cocktail. The last time he had puked over a snooker table. Except from the fact that the players had not been too happy about it, the bill turned out to be quite expensive. In fact, they had also been banned from that place. But that had probably more to do with the small argument they’d had with those players afterwards. The biggest problem with Bobbie and alcohol was actually that he always got this irresistible urge to jump on the first moped he could get his hands on and utterly drive it to pieces. It was still fresh in their memory how Bobbie had one day collided rather violently into a cast iron fence which he was trying to knock over. His attempt didn’t work out as planned and it had taken them hours before they managed to release him from between the bars. At the moment, Bobbie was cutely sucking on the straw of his drink.      

For the other three the beer tasted better than usual. They had just given those punks a serious blow and they actually hadn’t had to do a thing for it. Yet, it was time to finally wipe out that scum for once and for all. The Cowboy had been seeking revenge for such a long time and now the moment seemed to get close he got impatient. He realised that this was not the right kind of attitude to bring the whole affair to a good end. That nightmare had been haunting him for so long and all of that time he had been searching for the girl that was the cause of it all. This was the reason why he had lost his faith in the police and the belief that eventually everything would turn out allright. It had driven him to take the law into his own hands. For his three companions it had rather been a fantastic lifestyle. In any case he should not become reckless for this ultimate moment. Love is often a bad advisor in these sorts of situations and the Cowboy could already be impulsive enough when he concocted those weird plans of his that the others rather had nothing to do with. Eventually they would never fully understand anyway. Perhaps they would even – justly – accuse him that he was putting The Four into real danger. Now as far as that was concerned the Cowboy found that his mates could better not reproach him anything. That piece of flannel was still fluttering happily on the Maserati’s windscreen. But for the Cowboy, Christine had become the only reason for his existence. He still didn’t know her and hadn’t heard a thing from her ever since that wicked night. The police had abandoned the search after a few months under the pretext that “children grow up and go their own way”. What made things worse was that she didn’t seem to have had a real family. There had been her mother who was apparently still alive at the moment of her disappearance. But also she had vanished like the wind. Christine’s ghost, however, had never faded in the mind of the Cowboy and he just knew that they were destined to each other. Even more, that they couldn’t live without each other. And he also knew that, wherever she’d be, she was thinking exactly the same thing about him. He wouldn’t admit that it was maybe a kind of unrealistic optimism. No, he would save her from the claws that had abducted her and he had to remain patient and careful. Patience had brought them this far and every wrong step could be fatal. He realised it all too well. 

Nevertheless, the discovery of that hamburger joint was rushing his adrenaline to the highest peaks. This was definitely a breakthrough. At last they had discovered a place where that scum frequented in large numbers. There had to be something fishy going on there and he would find out what it was. First, they had to get rid of most of that riffraff in order to make it easier to investigate that restaurant a little closer. His brains were working at full speed. The Cowboy always did well under a lot of pressure. It therefore only took two small swallows of Westvleteren ale to come up with a plan to eliminate the majority of those punks once and for all. Not that this was that unusual because he was always full of plans. But this had to be the most brilliant one of them all. So brilliant that he was even shocked by how great it actually was. He took out a big map and spread it out before the noses of his curious friends. With his finger he pointed at a large brown spot, which represented the local racetrack that was under construction. It was a brand new enterprise in which the politically-correct government had invested a great deal of money, hoping that it would become a legal lightning rod for the youngsters that were currently making the streets unsafe. 

“This is the new circuit they’re building”, he explained.

So far nothing special.

“I’m sure that those punks want to see blood now. If we show ourselves in their neighbourhood, they will undoubtedly jump at us like a pack of bloodhounds. It will certainly not be any problem to lure them under the bridge of the circuit.”    

That was also nothing special.

“Raff, you’ll have to make sure that the punks stay there for a minute.”

“Huh?”, Raff uttered. He almost choked in his Hoegaarden – with slice of lemon and served in an ice-cold glass – and burst out in a painful cough.

The Cowboy pointed at Wingz.

“You will have to try to get Vermel and Peacock behind you, you lure them onto the circuit and bring them across the bridge.”

Wingz and Bobbie didn’t have a clue where the Cowboy was getting at but they were quite convinced that the fun part would follow shortly.

“The bridge is still unfinished.”

A deathly silence abruptly fell over the table. A silent bang like a ten-tonne block of concrete that was released from a building crane. Even the sparrows that were vividly arguing about whose turn it was to take a bath in the only pool by the side of the road stopped their quarrel. And the waiter was just about to knock over a glass but  changed his mind in order not to disturb this holy moment. No, the Cowboy was most certainly kidding. 

“You will jump over it and Vermel and Peacock will slam right into them lot. Good, ‘ey?”

The Cowboy amply drank from his Trappist and leaned backwards with that hint of a laugh on his face as if he already saw happening what he had just come up with. So it wasn’t just a joke. It made the silence even deathlier than it already was. He meant it too! They were all impressed by the plan’s ingenious simplicity.
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The sweet joy of the alcohol in combination with the warm weather brought the Cowboy in a state of unrestrained self-assurance and that was quite unusual. He, who normally never let himself be led by immature optimism, in contrary to his three friends, felt unbeatable for a moment. 

He closed his eyes and dozed off a bit. It wasn’t a very sensible thing to do because the same nightmare from the passed came to visit him again all of a sudden. There he was, in the middle of that one night, two years ago. For the thousandth time he got up on his feet from the cold pavement, dazzling and with a soaring ache at the back of his head. He almost fell drunk although he hadn’t touched a drop of that stuff during the whole evening. It couldn’t have been otherwise because he didn’t want to make a bad impression on the girl to whom he was going to declare his love that same night. But a painful stab pierced through his heart when he started to grasp reality again. She had been kidnapped and he hadn’t been able to stop it. He had to do something. His body moaned, but he persisted and ever quicker his steps took him in the direction of the police headquarters. He ran as hard as he could. He panted; his hart beating so fast it was all the way up in the danger zone. But he had to. Every minute could be fatal. After a quarter of an hour he arrived at the ghastly building that looked dead and abandoned. Through the wide glass door he saw one single fluorescent light burning above the reception desk so he decisively entered. The warmth from the interior slapped him in the face and took away his breath even more. He had to bend over a bit but regained his courage, got up again and walked to the abandoned reception. 

“Hello?”, he desperately shouted.

Suddenly he noticed a sign on which in fat, scribbled capitals one could read:

“In case of absence, please ring.”

A crooked arrow pointed at a little button underneath. The Cowboy pressed it hard and a shrill kind of school bell resounded through the empty stairway hall. Only after a minute or so the silence was broken by shuffling steps that appeared to come from above. One by one a police officer plumped down the steps of the granite stairs, visibly irritated and with his shirt sticking out of his trousers at one side. He ostentatiously yawned and at the same time rubbed through his exploded curls before he took place behind the desk.

“Well?”, the policeman grunted.

“Err… I’ve come to report a serious crime, sir”, the Cowboy exclaimed not without difficulty, highly intimidated by the policeman’s attitude.

The officer clearly believed it would be highly unlikely that such a young man who had barely grown out of his Pampers could have something serious to report.

“O? Is that so? And what may that be?”, he said on that sweet, pedantic tone as if he were Santa Claus with a toddler sitting on his lap. 

“A girl has been kidnapped nearby The Orchard. I’ve seen it with my own eyes! They dragged her out and have beaten me when I tried to stop them.”

He pointed at the big bruise on the back of his head. But obviously this wasn’t convincing enough. 

“Name?”

“Err... Christine...”

“No, I mean your name, boy. You’re not mum’s cleverest now are you?”

Much to the Cowboy’s irritation the policeman first started to write down all of his personal data, which took him about half an hour. A goddamn half an hour lost by that stuffed old pig! He realised he had made a mistake by coming here, but now there was no way back anymore. 

For Inspector Vermel it was a game. That piece of low-life had had the guts to call him out of his bed for a triviality. So he would make that little fellow sweat! Eventually he started to ask questions that did seem relevant to the Cowboy.

“Her name is Christine. She lives somewhere near Fox’s Mountain but I don’t know where exactly”, the Cowboy nervously replied. 

That annoyed Inspector Vermel even more because now he actually had to start looking too. Fortunately there was only one Christine registered in that area. She was the daughter of a divorced woman. 

“Allright. Tomorrow morning we’ll go and see if everything’s in order.”

For the Inspector this meant that the case was closed.

“Tomorrow??? But that is far too late! Who knows what they will have done to her by now? You have to take action now, sir, you have to!”

The Cowboy was utterly surprised by his outburst himself.

“Now look here lad…”

“What? Now you hear me! I’m standing here already three quarters of an hour answering the most impossible questions and you haven’t done anything yet! Would it not become bleeding time that you’d at least start an investigation?”

Inspector Vermel stood there like nailed to the ground. What did that little brat think he was, having the nerve to speak to him like that! He would call him on the carpet so hard that that little rascal would cry for his mummy. But suddenly he restrained himself from doing that. As a matter of fact, a hint of a smile even appeared on the copper’s face up to the point that it made the Cowboy feel really uncomfortable. The Inspector had just reminded himself that there was a certain Constable First Class walking about who he wanted to get back at for the wisp of hair the latter had pulled out of the Inspector’s head during a discussion about what was left and what was right. He scratched over the slightly balder spot on his braincase and even openly grinned.

“In fact you are right!”, he exclaimed, “I will immediately send down one of my best officers!”

The Cowboy was astonished by so much of sudden goodwill from the policeman. The Inspector grabbed the phone and dialled an internal number.

“Peacock? Vermel here!... No, that is Inspector to you, got it? Get your lazy ass out of your bed and come to the reception immediately! I have a job for you… No, right away, you hear?”

Furious the Inspector threw the receiver on the hook, to immediately resume that toothpaste-smile in the direction of the Cowboy. 

Peacock drove to the girl’s residence with his knickers in a twist and a fresh bruise on his forehead. It was a small, free-standing house with a façade covered in white plaster and surrounded by an all but well-maintained garden. Neglected pine bushes formed a hedge around the plot of land and at the front a much too tall tree threw an awful shadow over the house. With the consequence that algae and moss had found their ideal habitat so the white plaster had since long lost its original fresh colour. The only neat part of the garden was a small parcel in the middle. It had been cleared from all weeds and was tidily raked between the beautiful roses and geraniums that occupied it. It was still in the middle of the night and Peacock didn’t care at all about the splendour of that exceptional little island. He was utterly irritable and harshly rang the doorbell.

No reply.

Peacock rang again, still a bit longer and harder.

No reply. 

Yet as he looked through the milky little window in the partly rotten front door, he definitely saw a light at the back. He therefore stepped over the path of concrete stones along the house to the backside. There he saw a rather stout woman sleeping in a worn couch. Next to her there was a bottle of Red Label that was empty except for a couple of drops. More empty bottles were spread out over the floor. Peacock knocked hard on the large terrace window. 

The woman turned round and slightly opened her eyes. She apparently babbled something. Eventually she realised that there was someone standing at her window and she startled, jumping up like a spring. Unfortunately her dead drunk body was not ready for such a coordinated manoeuvre and with a big thump she fell back in the couch. After a second and a third attempt she finally stood up on her feet and wobbled to the window. In her way over there she had grabbed the almost empty bottle along and waved it round in a terrifying way. It was getting on Peacock’s nerves. Why did he have to go through all of this again? Later he would most certainly have a good word with the Inspector about responsibilities. This was surely not his!

The window was rolled aside and the disgusting breath of the woman unpleasantly blew Peacock in the face.

“Blimey! Wha’ ze hell is this?”, the woman sneered in her best English. “Get y’r bl’dy ass off me land, you piez of crap!”

“It’s the police, ma’am. “, Peacock replied as polite as he could. “Are you Mrs. Tiebolt?”

“Polees??? You???”

The woman burst out in a most horrible laughter with a lot of false notes. Peacock did his best to control himself and tried again.

“Do you have a daughter called Christine, ma’am?”  

“Chrizteen? Err... I don’t know.”

The name obviously gave the woman a shock because her laughter stopped immediately.

“Your daughter has just been reported as being kidnapped by a couple of indecent persons”, Peacock continued.

“Kidnapped???”

“Yes, ma’am, kidnapped. But don’t worry, it’s probably just a false rumour. Can you confirm that she’s safe in…”

“Kindapped? Zat coms in handy!”

“Excuse me ma’am?”

“Zat sche may nevr come back!!!”, the woman yelled without being embarrassed in the least about the scene she was making for the neighbours. “Nozing but troubl! And if you find ‘er, you can zrow her in zjail!” 

Peacock was really starting to feel uncomfortable because of the woman’s nonsense talk. Moreover because one of the neighbours had just opened his window to find out where all this racket was coming from. He didn’t seem in the least surprised that it came from that little white-plastered house. Peacock remained so terribly shocked by the drunken creature that he miraculously kept his calm.

“How do you mean, ma’am?”

“I’ll tell you what I mean! She zried to nick me bottles! The tramp! She’z a bleed’n thief! A thief, you underztand?

If Peacock understood one thing, than it was that there was more than one screw loose on that woman. 

“I’v been lucky zat I could take ‘em back, ozerwise zat ungrateful bitch had zurely boozed zem ‘erself! 

To Peacock’s amazement the shrew slammed the terrace window shut in front of his nose and wobbled back to her couch in which she plummeted with her face forward. Peacock had had more than enough. His limited mental abilities had managed to draw a perfect picture of the situation. The child had undoubtedly run off with one of those punks to escape from her tyrant mother and that jealous idiot that had come to report that “kidnapping” obviously couldn’t cope with it. The case was crystal clear. If he ran into that boy once again he’d definitely point out to him how much trouble he had caused. Especially for Constable First Class Peacock himself, that was. And he was fully convinced that the boy wouldn’t try to play the same game once more after that. 

The Cowboy was extremely worried after that wigging from Peacock. Not just because of the police’s total apathy. There just had to be more going on that just a bunch of renegade kids that were enjoying a life of anarchy. He already knew this for a long time. It was all too coordinated, too organised, too unnatural. In his dream he again saw the classroom on the third floor of The Grammar. He was sitting by the window next to Raff and Wingz. His place had always been at the window, especially since he was more interested in the goings-on at the outside of The Grammar. He looked out over the large, sandy square behind the school, the houses in the neighbourhood and the new hospital that had only been built quite recently. It was a very ugly building consisting of brown bricks and white, square balconies. It counted at least eight floors with in the middle a dark-brown kind of tower with antennas which stuck out for another floor or two. And yet the building exercised some kind of weird attraction on him. There an old lady walked past who had just done some shopping. Her bag was heavy and she carried it with difficulty, be it more because of her age. And further on two men were having a chat. How jealous he was on the freedom these people enjoyed.

It was a dangerous thought and he chased it away instantly. The clock indicated three ‘o clock in the afternoon and hence it was time for people who were not as kind-hearted. That was the second advantage of having a classroom  on the top floor. It allowed him to keep a close eye on the heap of scum that was daily hanging about on the square. He didn’t mind all those steps. What he found most peculiar was the fact that the gang was living a regular schedule, as if they were all programmed to come to make a fuss on that square on exactly that hour. Every day at exactly three ‘o clock in the afternoon they crawled out of their dark caves. You could set your watch on it. They bullied each other and shouted ugly things to the good students and especially the female teachers whom they preyed upon as if they were cats waiting by a mouse’s hole.  

At ten past three the classes had a break and the hard-working students were driven into the playground. Wisely most of them stayed as far as they could from the long fence, which separated the campus from the outside world. Here the bars were meant to keep the predators out in stead of in. Like a bunch of primates they hung on the bars of the fence, visibly excited by all those innocent faces on the playground. This was usually accompanied by the kind of howling and swearing that would even make a die-hard Hell’s Angel blush. They lured their preys to the bars. Those prey were by preference blonde and had a chest size of at least thirty-six. But at a boy’s school little, frightened and goggled students would also do fine. They weren’t particularly picky. 

And then the game with the police started. In fact it wasn’t really a game as the police would always show up far too late. Too few staff and too little motivation. Inspector Vermel’d had enough of all these prank calls. What did he care about a bunch of fools that were shouting a couple of nasty words? Just as if those acid-drinking teaching stiffs had never been young themselves? He had better things to do. Actually, Inspector Vermel had never had exceptionally good marks at school. That was the fault of his former English teacher because that man’d had something against him. So now he had something against The Grammar. 

Besides, he hadn’t heard a peep again from that supposedly kidnapped girl at that party. Certainly not a call for ransom as was typical for a kidnapping according to the professional literature. Thus Inspector Vermel had dropped the case because, after all, he had already considered it to be a very unlikely event from the start. Young people tend to run off every now and then. That was nothing to be concerned about, was it? For once he shared Peacock’s opinion that this rascal had just been jealous because the girl had run off with somebody else. He also had a strong feeling that he hadn’t seen the last of that stupid boy indeed. He didn’t care for the world.

The Cowboy did care. He was still looking downwards from the school window and kept asking himself who was actually organising all of those riots. He watched and observed. He saw how a big punk on a shabby old Harley-Davidson arrived with a seemingly new, black sports bag on his shoulder. That was quite odd because all that those punks ever wore, were clothes not really worthy of that name. The man was the proud owner of a fat, red beard which clearly carried the remains of his last meal. A cannon of a cigar stuck out of that red beard and the man was spewing out a smoke through the corners of his mouth that looked quite interesting from a chemical point of view. He was very portly and the motorbike rumbled a bit unhealthily under his massive weight. That was the leader of the gang. The Cowboy prodded Raff with his right elbow and nodded at the square. Also Wingz was abruptly woken up from his in-class sleep. They all watched with great interest how the bag was passed on to one of the other members of the group. It was without doubt a merry party because there was lots of laughter and gesture. The owner of the bag opened the zipper and revealed a blue dress with flower print. The Cowboy’s blood ran cold as if he had been dropped completely into liquid nitrogen. His face turned as white as a corpse and he bit hard on his lower lip. It was the same dress that’d had the privilege of clothing his great love that evening. He could have recognised that dress out of a thousand others  because he still remembered the image of that goddess as if she was still standing in front of him. He could almost smell her perfume and saw her sensual look almost turn in his direction again when she had approached him up to less than a yard. There the dress was thrown in the air and it briefly floated on the wind. When it whirled back to the ground it was grabbed by eight hands at the same time and torn to pieces. Also money was flying through the air. Dozens of notes that were yearned by dozens of hands. All punks jumped, grabbled, pushed and fought and the square instantly changed into complete chaos. The bell rang as the last school hour of the day was finished. The Cowboy felt empty and beaten. Raff gently patted him on the shoulder but the Cowboy kept staring in total horror to the now abandoned square. A last note disappeared with the increasing wind.
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The door of the police station flew open and two strange characters walked in through the opening. 

A very wary police officer peered with his piggy eyes against the bright daylight to the bizarre couple of men that were coming towards him. This meant goodbye to his quiet little day, he thought, because he immediately spotted that he wouldn’t easily be finished with those two weirdoes. He had a nose for special people and the two made a very high score on his freak-o-meter. Close to red, or at least a big orange.

The first wore an anthracite-coloured vest that had once been on display at a very expensive Italian couturier but now appeared ready for charity. It was kitted with lots of strange holes that were totally worn out because of a way of usage which the couturier certainly hadn’t prescribed. His trousers were petrol-green and they went particularly well with the state of decay of the vest. The most striking part of the man, apart from the long, black beard and moustache that didn’t match the colour of his hair, was a kind of turban in a combination of gold and dark-purple. It could have come straight out of the props cupboard of a third-grade Ali Baba movie. That impression was enhanced by the broken yellow feather. The whole was completed with a pair of black Goofy-sunglasses which stylishly slant decorated the man’s face. 

The second person was dressed a bit less exuberantly but didn’t look any scruffier nonetheless. A bleached cyan pair of pyjamas with yellow elastic bands around wrists and ankles was all that he wore. They horribly clashed with the colour of the first man’s pants but the two didn’t seem to care. His beard and moustache were just as pitch-black and were suspiciously unlike the blonde spiky hair that stuck out from all sides under his long, blue-white striped bonnet with white pompon. When the officer then also discovered the black New-Wave irons with steel tip at the feet of that skinny person, he braced himself in his chair. This could become a very long day. And he absolutely didn’t feel like it.    

With a lot of self-confidence the duo approached the reception desk behind which the officer was gaping at them. They had a very important message to deliver which demanded absolute priority

“Err... can I help you with something?”, the policeman asked, still under the impression of the two nutters in front of him. 

“You help?”, the man with the strange-looking turban replied with the worst accent imaginable. The man turned at his buddy with the pyjamas. “Lookielook! That man us help!” 

The p-j’ed crackpot smiled in the most stupid way the officer had ever encountered in his too long career. 

“Help, yes.”, the policeman replied, “What can I do for you? And hurry on a bit because I’m very busy.”

That last part seemed to be highly unlikely as the newspaper behind the desk lay open on the sports page. But the policeman wasn’t put out in the least and started plonking on the keyboard of his computer in a very nervous manner. Just in order to keep up appearances. 

“Lookielook! You me do grrrrreat pleasure if teeny-weeny to me listen, yes?”

The man with the turban didn’t want to be treated like Mr. Everyday. He was fully determined to get his very important message to the officer’s mind. For as far one could speak of mind in this case.

“I have for you verrrrry imporrrrtant message!”, the turban went on.  

“Stoooop!”, the policeman shouted. It was all going a bit too fast for him and he first needed to find a pen and a piece of paper.

“Name please?”, the policeman asked even grumpier.

He swayed his big belly forward to give some more emphasis to his words. The look from under his fat, red eyebrows was as helpful as the one of a hangman to a death convict. The two lunatics had just been promoted on his freak-o-meter to flashing red and he was going to make short work of them. 

“Me name? Want you to know me name?”, the turban raved on. He was not at all impressed by the policeman’s nasty tone. Even as though it appeared to be rather out of ignorance than character.

“Yes, if you be so kind to first give me your name, so we can get on with it?”, the officer tried again.

“You not know me? Verrrrry odd! Verrrrry odd indeed!”, the turban was quite indignant.

There you had it. Not only were those two as mad as a hatter, they had also adopted manners like if they were movie stars! The officer was about to lose the last remains of his nearly inexistent patience.

“Now listen, if you don’t give me your names immediately then…”

“Me am Pradi Vashnar Oeprishnar Babalitakabalam, ruler of Belgikhistan!”, the man rejoiced.   

The officer got an acute nervous breakdown. With a shaking hand he pointed at the object with the cyan pyjamas. 

“Err… I see. And… err… what is that supposed to be?”

“That be Muchambi Siritrrrraya Vishtarrrrr Minimus, me perrrrrsonal pariah.”

“Boo!”, the pyjamas said.

“Err, hello”, the policeman replied.

“Lookielook! I have verrrry imporrrrrtant message about The Four!”, the turban cried out. 

The policeman didn’t grasp at all what the man meant with that. He had not been employed to think and this highly sophisticated exercise demanded the utmost of his brains. It was therefore a big relief for him that Inspector Vermel had jumped out of his office on the first floor to take over. In a flash and quite cool too, he had slid down the hand rail of the dangerous stairs and with a bang he came to a halt in front of the utterly surprised weirdoes. 

“The Four? Did you really say The Four?” Curiosity and impatience took the lead in the Inspector’s voice. Foam almost appeared on his mouth because of hearing that wicked name.

“Yes! Me say The Four!”, the turban confirmed.

“What… Where… When…!?”

Inspector Vermel was clearly getting overheated and experienced a heavy state of ecstasy in the prospect of receiving a good tip on that disgusting little club. He didn’t know anymore what to ask first.

“Come on, man, tell me. Tell me all!”, he insisted. 

But to Inspector Vermel’s astonishment something very strange happened. The turban took his beard with his right hand and actually pulled it down. Above the phoney beard that was attached with two elastic bands, a beardless face suddenly appeared with an enormous grin on it. The face quite friendlily smiled at him too. Those black Goofy-sunglasses! There was only one person with black Goofy-sunglasses!

“You’d really like an answer to that question, wouldn’t you Vermel?”, Raff joked.

In a jiffy Raff had turned round, grabbed Bobbie who was still enjoying his role as pariah and rushed out of the building.

“Dada!”, Bobbie kindly waved at the Inspector.

“Peeeeeacock!!!”, Inspector Vermel yelled so loud that the whole building was shaking. 

Constable First Class Peacock was at that moment still trying to remove the worst dents from his severely damaged Volkswagen minibus with a small ball-peen hammer. It was quite frustrating that he only seemed to cause more dents with it. Therefore when he heard the shouting of Inspector Vermel, he was of course all but pleased. What had that stupid Inspector come up with now to ruin his day? He’d had enough of it!

Before any of the stunned coppers could do anything, Raff and Bobbie had jumped in the Maserati which they had casually parked in front of the police headquarters. Having lost the roof did prove to have its advantages. It jumped so much easier.

With a lot of noise the car drove off, immediately chased by the Inspector who had dragged Peacock into the Volkswagen.
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The hamburger restaurant was a dreadful sight. It had always been a place of little garnish and flair. But now it looked derelict. Dozens of heavy bikes were nicely parked in front of the main entrance like oversized slices of bread. It was a crisis meeting and everyone who meant something in the underground world was present. At the back of the restaurant there was a dull brown corridor which lead to a windowless room that once had been painted in a kind of beige-orangey. Now the original colour could no longer be recognised. The aggressive graffiti that had randomly been applied didn’t really cheer the place up. A strange, skull-like drawing, intended to scare the wits out of any occasional visitor, decorated the back wall. In the middle stood a large rectangular table the dimensions of which nearly filled the entire room. The assembled punks were seated around it, some painted funnier, others dressed shabbier than the companions sitting next to them. But the noise and chaos that usually characterised these general punk meetings was this time omitted. This was serious. War was at hand. A blow had been inflicted on them which they could not let pass unpunished. At the head of the table sat the master-punk. It was the fat man with the greasy, red beard who had long ago presented his hunting trophy to his men on that sandy square. The company was quiet so he thought that he had to give the meeting a bit more atmosphere. He slowly and with a lot of effort raised his sizeable body from the battered wooden chair and cleared his throat. All the attention was immediately directed at him.

“Men”, he began with his heavy, smoked basso, “men, the situation is critical.”

That was something the men already knew.

“Business has dropped below the absolute zero!”

That was something the men also already knew.

“And that… because of our main enemy: The Four!”

Again nothing new, but it sounded so nice and provoked a spontaneous booing and howling from all the vermin present. The leader gave the gang a signal to shut up and the noise hushed instantly.

“Listen, after consultation with The Man, I have designed a plan. A truly brilliant plan!”

Applause and congratulations all round. The depressed mood degenerated in a tremendous euphoria; a triumph. That was what you would call a true leader! He had come up with a plan! Some punks jumped on the table and started roaring like madmen as if they were already victorious. The tone had been set and the leader proudly looked upon his exuberant gang.

All of a sudden there was a soft cracking noise which the punks failed to notice. That the cracking noise turned into a sound like a rusty hinge also didn’t come to anyone’s attention. But when thereon a terrible bang followed which made the whole building shake on its foundations, they were all ears. The gang stormed outside and found their bikes, all neatly together on the ground like fallen domino bricks. In the direction where the fall of the bikes had been initiated, stood Wingz. He had his hands in his waist and burst out in laughter. He was obviously not under the impression of the huge supremacy of the riff-raff army. Before one single punk had awoken from his astonishment, he jumped on the Münch and whizzed at the lot of rogues. These had only just enough time to jump aside and got a whole load of mud all over them from the iron monster’s rear wheel. This called for revenge! Someone would have to bleed! Unorganised but extremely motivated the punks heaved their bikes out of the dirt and one after the other they drove after Wingz.  

The Maserati raced over the broad main road. Fortunately there weren’t any houses with hedged gardens in the vicinity and traffic was very low, so Raff clapped the spurs to his car. Behind him the Volkswagen containing Inspector Vermel and Constable First Class Peacock jerked past. 

“Ping Poing”, the siren shrieked as in an old Hollywood slapstick. It didn’t emanate a lot of authority and the Inspector continuously had the tendency to hide behind the dashboard so that nobody would see him driving that stupid minibus. He had a reputation to uphold and this little minibus didn’t match at all with it. But Constable First Class Peacock was in his element in the Volkswagen like a fish in the water. The fact that the minibus had survived their brutal attack on that hamburger restaurant quite well, was to him the proof of unmistakable quality. Not even a single one of the many warning lights was lit, although that seemed rather incredible given the car’s condition. Above all the air-conditioning was also still working perfectly and Peacock went on about all its different functions in flying colours. That’s why Raff wanted to give the Inspector at least the impression that he could catch up with the Maserati. He felt a bit sorry for him. No, the Inspector had to be in good form by the moment Wingz would take over from him. Raff hadn’t actually been keen on paying a visit to those punks’ headquarters on his own. Not in the least because with Bobbie sitting next to him the situation could likely turn out in a direction that was not described in the scenario. But you could bet your life on it that when Peacock would get Wingz in sight, he would immediately change course to chase the tough biker and let Raff go. 

Thus Raff was so lost in thought, paying too much attention to the minibus behind him, that he didn’t look out sufficiently to the road in front of him. There was the exit which lead to the racetrack. And there he passed it. Oops, missed. Now what? Suddenly the road narrowed down such that two cars couldn’t pass each other anymore without hitting the shoulder. He had also missed the round, red road sign with the big white bar which indicated one-way traffic and which tried to explain Raff that he was definitely going in the wrong direction. In fact, there wasn’t much of a shoulder left anymore and the road climbed up a small slope. A dust cloud appeared in the far distance. Because of the hallucinating speed by which they tore at each other Raff didn’t have much time left to react.

“Wooooooo!!!”, Bobbie exalted. He fancied a game of chicken indeed.

Raff on the other side didn’t really feel like going on a confrontation with that dust cloud. To Bobbie’s great disappointment, Raff made a sharp sway to the left and flew off the shoulder into a field. Bobbie quickly changed his mind because this could become fun too. Those cows were in for a shocker!

Inspector Vermel saw Raff driving off the road and didn’t doubt for a second to go after him as the dust cloud didn’t promise to be good. But when he then saw Peacock’s face, he became as white as a ghost. He knew that look from Peacock all too well. It was that look which indicated that nothing or nobody could possibly have a hold on him. Peacock had smelled blood. At the head of the dust cloud was Wingz. Peacock stepped on it. His eyes were heavily red and he vomited foam. The hour of revenge had come.

To the left the Maserati wobbled through the field behind some cows. A big bull stood in the middle of the field. It was a magnificent beast with a brown-grey fur in all kinds of different shades across its muscled flanks. When it spotted the intruders, it raised the hump on its shoulder to make itself look even more impressive and it snorted steam through its wide nozzles. Foam appeared on its mouth. It stamped on the muddy soil. For a moment the bull thought about making a serious argument with the silver-coloured threat to his harem, but then it wisely changed his mind. The whole lot was soon hopping about in front of the racing car that had just been promoted to an SUV. Inspector Vermel watched the whole scene with painful regret. Even up to the point that he didn’t pay any attention to the brown dust cloud that came thundering towards them like a hurricane. Perhaps that was his good fortune too. His heart was in a weak condition lately and he was heavily hanging on garlic pills. It probably wouldn’t have taken the shock very well. 

Wingz had to swallow a bit. That was an extremely rare event and he was glad he had his helmet on so nobody could see it. For the first time doubt was sneaking into his otherwise so self-assured body. Cold sweat made his hands clammy and his fists cramped around his bike’s handlebar. The Münch on the other had did fancy a confrontation. It roared even louder than usual as if it wanted to challenge the minibus even more to a game of chicken. 

“Come on!”, the Münch howled.

“Ping Poing!”, the Volkswagen’s flashing light continued unabated. 

Wingz eventually decided not to participate in this game. The total mass of the minibus seemed just a bit too big for him. In a flash he laid himself on his right side, forcing the bike into a very sharp turn. The Münch reluctantly obeyed. It hadn’t been built for these sorts of extravagant cornering jobs. Its designers had only had two things in mind: it had to go fast (or actually very fast) and preferably it had to go straight ahead. Obstacle or not. Up till now the Münch had always accomplished its mission to great satisfaction. Yet, when it now had to veer so harshly for the first time, it went better than expected. And that was probably the best thing for its health too. And that of its master.

The raging Volkswagen missed its target by a hair. Wingz flew into the field as well upon which he could instantly, after sharp corners, also test his bike’s terrain capabilities. That went surprisingly well too. Although that also had a lot to do with the skill of the driver. The Münch from its part would never become World-Champion of motorcycle cross. The World-Championships of bull fighting, however, were a different matter. The bull believed to have spotted and adversary more of its calibre. But in the end it quickly changed its mind again. It was having a bad day. Snorting it ran off after its herd. 

Peacock still didn’t grasp that his pray had got away. His eyes had evolved into an unhealthy shade of purple and he couldn’t see much through them anymore. That was not a big problem because all they could see was dark dust anyhow. His foot kept pushing the accelerator to the floor. 

“Whaaaa!”, Inspector Vermel cried out.

“Whaaaa!”, the whole punk squad cried out too.

There came the blow. Bikes were tossed with driver included through the air, to both sides of the slope, after which they hit the field’s black soil in a very ungentle manner. Not a single one of them had managed to remain on his feet and one would have sworn that a tornado had just passed that little road. The punk leader himself was lying upside down in the adjacent ditch and the rear wheel of his bike kept turning purposeless in the thin air. He was very cross. The little stump of his cigar had gone out because of the cold shower in the brook. 

The dust was clearing and Peacock slowly started to realise that his attempt to frontally ram Wingz had failed. To Inspector Vermel’s great relief he finally hit the brakes. With a lot of cracking and squeaks the Volkswagen came to a stop. Little puffs of smoke and dust evaporated from the minibus’ body. 

“Ping Poing!”, the flashing light still said. 

Far behind them Raff and Wingz were hopping about in the field. Now Constable First Class Peacock became really angry! He threw the minibus into reverse gear and turned so tightly that the rear end of the vehicle was dangerously sticking out over the slope. Then back forwards. It was a brilliant performance of the “one-hundred and eighty degree turn”-manoeuvre, which gave so many would-be drivers the shivers. Yet, for Peacock there didn’t exist any shoulders anymore and he drove the minibus in a fury over the narrow border of the road. It had to go fast. Full throttle. 

In the mean time the punks were assessing the damage. All in all things could have been worse. Their bikes had only marginally been dented and the punks weren’t  much worse off themselves. Heaving and sighing they pulled their heavy Harleys back on the road, terribly in need for the revenge that they hadn’t tasted yet. Also the boss had emerged from the ditch. His greasy beard was dripping with filthy brook water and a big string of algae decorated his right ear. The little stump of cigar was still in his mouth, but didn’t look dangerous at all anymore.

“Grrraaaaaa!”, he barked.

His men were seriously impressed by so much aggression. He was the boss, of course. There could be no doubt about that. He wanted to impress his men even a bit more with his unmistakable authority and prepared himself for an other and even heavier beastly sound. The punks all looked terrified already. So that was already jolly good. Yet he didn’t realise that they were much more terrified about the minibus that was rumbling towards them again like a steam train.

“Ping Poing!”

There was no escape. For the second time in less than a minute the gathered lot of punks was slammed off the road by the unleashed police vehicle with a terribly angry Peacock behind the wheel. When he had ended up in that state, he would go over corpses. And now he wanted to see at least one corps and it had to carry the name Wingz.

At that point Wingz had managed to get out of the field and arrived back on the road via the other side. It hadn’t gone without trouble because his slicks didn’t have a lot of grip on the wet grass. But he had got there and he wasn’t unhappy about that at all. By miracle his beloved beast hadn’t suffered too much from the ordeal. He’d have to go across it with the high-pressure hose to wipe off the fat, black clods of mud. Those clods of mud were nothing compared to what Constable First Class Peacock had in store for him.  

Meanwhile, Raff didn’t really have a good time. His beautiful little car had already gone through so much on its first spin. And he was dead certain that it would come out of that field in a much worse shape. Carefully he tried to avoid the worst lumps and holes in order to spare the extra sports suspension which he’d had installed as a – very expensive – option. It also didn’t do a lot of good to his buttocks. Bobbie didn’t care for the world. He was having the time of his life and was rather cross because Raff wouldn’t go any faster. He was only doing about eighty.

“Moo, moo”, he shouted at the cows who were still wondering what that whole bunch of loonies was doing in their field. No, he wanted more excitement and it definitely had to go faster. So he took the initiative and raised himself from the passenger’s seat to gently wave at the heap of punks that were still lying at the other end of the field feeling sorry for themselves. It didn’t miss its effect. Straightaway the punks were pointing at the Maserati. They desperately needed something to vent their rage on and if Wingz and the police-minibus had already disappeared from sight, those two clowns in the sportscar would have to do. Bobbie was certain that Raff would now finally step on it.  

Everything went according to plan, in spite of the complications. The Cowboy observed from the Mercedes van and smiled. It went very well indeed. He took his binoculars and looked at the field with amusement. There was just a rodeo going on between a Maserati and the punks on their now rather derelict bikes. And as for Bobbie; he kept waving gently. What the Cowboy hadn’t noticed was that behind him in the bushes someone else was also enjoying the spectacle. With other intentions, though. A woman with a dark raincoat put an even bigger pair of binoculars in front of her black sunglasses and secretly smiled because of the big clods of mud the Maserati was spraying at the punks every time Raff reversed the steering wheel. The whole field had been ploughed up and it was becoming unclear who was who. Everything had turned into a moving, dark-brown mass. But when one took a very close look, one could just make out a little brown hand waving. 

In the mean time Wingz spurred the Münch in the direction of the racetrack at a not so incredible speed. He would have loved to go a little faster so that the mud would be blown off his beloved bike all by itself. But Inspector Vermel should at least get the impression that the Volkswagen minibus would be able to catch up with him eventually. It was a tough assignment for him because it meant that he couldn’t open the throttle for more than two millimetres. He was going so slowly that he even got the tendency to get off his bike and push. For the Münch it was a real torture too. The metal monster had never been used to tear across the asphalt at less than one hundred and fifty. It muttered angrily because of this shear contempt of its abilities. Wingz tried to comfort it a little. Some people talked against their plants in order to make them grow better. Others against their pets to show them their affection. Wingz talked against his bike. Nevertheless the result was the most important here and Wingz was content that the blue flashing light was still right behind him the moment he turned off the road and drove through the race circuit’s entrance.  

All of Wingz’ efforts were in fact futile because Inspector Vermel was sitting there only for the sake of it. The Inspector looked a bit sad through the side window and counted the cows in the field. There were thirty-eight of them, he’d made that out very well. He was actually quite fond of cows. Not only because they were quiet animals that could never cause you any stress. They also at least listened when you called them. This quality was totally inapplicable to that idiot calf that was accidentally sitting right next to him at the moment. He blinked to his right side in order to assure himself that that calf was indeed as stupid as what he was trying to imagine. He had such a mental deficiency-factor in mind that it would even make the slimiest mussel blush. Fortunately there was no negative score possible on the IQ-indicator, otherwise Inspector Vermel would most certainly have invented it right there. But suddenly he regretted that he had dared to look at Constable First Class Peacock. The merciless reality struck him rock-hard in the face when he saw the squeezed face of his bolted assistant. To his horror he realised that a negative IQ-score didn’t seem even low enough for that birdbrain. It rather had to be found in some sort of infinitesimal calculus. The kind of statistic like how probable it is that you suddenly see a pig wearing a bowler fly past who asks you directions to the nearest hairdresser. But then even ten times smaller. Somewhere in those regions.

Constable First Class Peacock wanted to see blood. His eyes were set to “kill”. There was no doubt about that. The careless little flies that had been so dumb to fly through Peacock’s line of sight fell right dead because of shock. Peacock’s eyes had never showed a lot of white. They were largely filled with the large, brown pupils and this had always given him a kind of lifeless appearance. Now that brown had evolved to a strange kind of Bordeaux-red. In the condition he was in he could easily have been cast for any third-grade horror movie. Moreover because his rectangular head didn’t want to yield to his eyes, colour-wise. One would have thought that all of his blood had been squeezed into his head because his knuckles clamped around the wheel in an unhealthy pail-white. Unfortunately this state didn’t influence his thinking faculty in any positive way. All of his blood was used to satisfy his primary need: to ram that filthy bollocks-bike with driver inclusive. 

Elegantly Wingz whirred over the racetrack, from one chicane to the next, always making sure that the minibus kept following him. It was crucially important that the Inspector wouldn’t suss at all what they had in store for him. If Wingz had known Peacock’s mental condition, he would have been a lot more confident that the plan would in fact work. But he didn’t, so he tried not to force things. The bike flew over the circuit like a ballerina. There it was truly in its element. A bend to the right was coming up and Wingz masterfully erected himself in order to create an aerodynamic braking effect, upon which he stylishly chased his riding animal into the turn. And came out of it with the same amount of flair. The Volkswagen was not quite as much in its element on the track. Peacock wanted to throw the minibus with just as much style into the bend and ordered its nose to move heavily to the right. But the minibus didn’t feel like it at all. Frighteningly it broke out on two wheels and screeching and heaving the Volkswagen eventually drifted back after the Münch. Inspector Vermel held tight to everything that was still more or less fixed on the minibus and after all these years that wasn’t very much anymore. 

“Ping”, one of the warning lights said. It was the light which indicated that the suspension urgently needed replacement.

“Ping”, another light said. That was the light which indicated that the maximum revs of the engine had been exceeded for a long while now.

“Ping”, a third light said. That light actually didn’t serve any purpose, but just felt like joining the others. Fortunately the Volkswagen had more than enough lights, so it would still last a bit longer. Stubbornly it continued to follow Wingz while the latter passed under the bridge-under-construction. 

At that time Raff had also entered the racetrack, pursued by a meanwhile thinned out main body of punks who were looking even scruffier than usual. The boss was still driving proudly in front, his stump of cigar still greasier and shorter. It almost entirely disappeared in his red beard so he had to be careful not to set his cleaning brush in flames. Yet, that was the least of his worries. The Münch had been an unreachable piece of kit for them. But on the circuit they certainly wanted to find out whether they were a close match to the Maserati. At least, that was what they hoped for. To Raff’s horror Bobbie kept waving kindly and joyfully to the bikers behind them to enhance the red-flag-to-a-bull effect. Bobbie looked forward to a fight. He was totally ready for it. Raff not as much so.

Suddenly the Star Wars anthem shrilled in aggravating beeps through the car.

“Oh, bother!”, Raff shouted, totally annoyed. Who had to call him exactly now, at this inconvenient time? He looked rather irritated to the screen of his mobile that was so gracefully seated in that fancy holder – an option of no less two thousand quid but absolutely worth it. His irritation quickly vanished when he saw the word “Vanessa” appearing. He immediately pressed the button on his mobile to already take the call, while he was nervously wrestling with the headphones of his brand new “hands-free” kit. Damn, why did it have so many cables! It didn’t work with one hand, so he held the steering wheel between his knees and wriggled with both of his hand under his bottom in search for the microphone that had to be there somewhere. 

Bobbie kept waving, totally elated.

Raff couldn’t find the bloody microphone. He was dead certain that it had to be somewhere on his seat. He could just tell by his buttocks which weren’t nestled as comfortably in the leather sports seats. There was the cable. That was at least a clue that he was on the right track.

“You miserable piece of junk, you…”, Raff cursed.

The cable led to the slit between the bottom and the back of the seat. Try to wring that goddamn microphone from out of that while you have to steer with your knees at the same time in order not to miss that cursed turn! He just hit the outer kerbstone and Bobbie fell gibbering on his lap. No, not that again! Bobbie, on the other hand, was having the time of his life and demonstrated it by cooing and screaming with laughter like a flapping spring chicken on Easter morning. At last Raff managed to pull the microphone by its cable from between the leather. He hastily swayed the cable around a Bobbie who had gone totally bananas and kept lying on his lap while pedalling his legs in the air in total cheer. 

“Err... hello, baby?”

Raff’s voice could overturn in a fraction of a second from shear irritation to the kind of dull-sweetness resembling a sanitary towel commercial. 

Wingz zoomed up the slope leading to the bridge, still stubbornly chased by Vermel and Peacock. Only one last turn and then there was the long, straight stretch steeply upwards with behind it… a gasping emptiness of twenty yards across and fifteen yards deep. Wingz was feeling quite at ease. He had brought longer jumps to a good end, so for him this was a piece of cake. High pine trees flanked the bend and the slope and therefore Wingz was unable to see that someone was standing at the edge of the inexistent bridge. A woman took a plastic jerry can from under her raincoat and poured its content precisely over the middle of the road’s surface. After which she dived into the bushes just as swiftly as she had jumped out a moment earlier.      

Not suspecting anything, Wingz shot at the jump. Now he was forced to go full speed because he didn’t fancy crashing into the deep himself. It wouldn’t be entirely according to plan. He lay flat on his bike’s steel-grey petrol tank and gave a firm pull to the accelerator handle. The Münch made a deafening roar and more then willingly let loose all of its two hundred and sixty horses. The rev indicator flew to the ten thousand mark. Like a bullet the iron monster tore flat-out towards the cleft, ready and eager for the jump. Invisible fire was spewing out of its exhaust; the tyres smoking under the tremendous power that the machine generated. Still fifty yards. Twenty. Ten. There was the jump. Wingz held tight and grabbed the handlebar to pull the bike off the ground with a hard tug. He just wanted to take off when he all of a sudden felt a violent push in his back from the enormous fireball he had just created himself, to his own surprise. A massive toadstool of fire spout up from the edge of the bridge when Wingz became airborne. 

In the Volkswagen there weren’t many unlit warning lights left anymore. Especially when Peacock tried to follow Wingz’ neck-breaking acceleration on the slope. The Volkswagen was at the end of its rope; that was a given fact. It would certainly surrender any moment, even if that possibility didn’t exist in Peacock’s mind. Inspector Vermel saw Wingz take off like an arrow and for once he was pleased. He could only think about one thing and that was going back home as soon as possible to take a relaxing bath and to have a strong cup of coffee in front of the fireplace. He was therefore stunned that this fireplace suddenly appeared right in front of him, as if his dream had materialised on his command. He hadn’t dreamt of such a big fireplace, though; only a little one. That’s what you got when you yearned too much for the wrong things. It would always turn against you! Too late he realised that it wasn’t a fireplace that spread out in front of them, but an enormous fireball. 

“Stoooooop!!!”, he cried out.

Too late. The minivan’s brakes had long before kicked the bucket. Not that it would have made any difference because the word “stop” didn’t exist anymore in Peacock’s limited vocabulary for a million years. Boldly the minibus flew into the fireball.

“Kaboom!!!”

A blow ten times bigger than the fireball itself followed when the Volkswagen’s petrol tank exploded under Inspector Vermel’s seat. The Inspector was catapulted into the air like an ejection seat, while the rest of the minibus, including Constable First Class Peacock, was blown to bits in all directions. Smoking debris tore black traces across the blue sky and landed over a hundred yards from the bridge.  

One of those traces was Inspector Vermel. The anatomic seat had already fallen away from his behind. But he was still soaring through the cold air in a wide arc. This would most certainly come to grief. He had to face it. In the best case weeks of rehabilitation. In the worst… he couldn’t bear to think of it. This was the most frighteningly terrifying moment of his life and he shut his eyes tightly hoping that it would go away again. The wind whistled through his ears and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling at all. What a cock-up! What a disastrous day this was! The worst day out of his long career of bad days! He opened his eyes a little, very carefully. The dry wind sanded his face. But he was nevertheless curious about the spot where he would finally crash into the ground. He peered through the little slits between his eyelids. To his big surprise he didn’t see a concrete floor, piece of rock or not even a massive oak-tree. Underneath the extension of the racetrack stretched out, the part that was beyond the missing bridge. The asphalt swirled seamlessly through the green. And in the middle of that asphalt he could make out a little dot. The dot went very fast, but not quite as fast as he was shooting through the sky. He saw the little dot approaching and suddenly he felt his luck returning. It was a feeling he had very seldom experienced in his life. But this was such a moment. He felt it very strongly now. The dot was nobody less than Wingz and his bike who were carelessly running off. Yes, he clearly saw it. If his luck would just continue for a small moment then he would… He decided to take a certainty for an uncertainty and grabbed his gun, ready for action.

Raff was involved in a busy conversation. That was one of those disadvantages of women, he thought. One always had to talk with them. Not that he was a bad talker, far from it. He was capable of selling a whole truck of black pudding to a veganist if he wanted to. His problem was rather one of quantity. It demanded a lot of talking and organisational skills if one had an agenda as busy as Raff’s. Sometimes the capacity of that agenda was even exceeded and then it took a lot more talking in order to get things straight again. Those moments could also be quite embarrassing. This was such a moment of embarrassment. He had promised Vanessa that she would surely get a part in “Blonde Babes III” that Raff was going to produce. Probably even the title role! The embarrassing part of it was that he had totally forgotten that he had once openly stated the ambition to be a film producer. Very tricky if you didn’t even know how to operate a camera. He had been able to soothe her with a little camcorder and afterwards it had turned out to be a nice evening. But he realised that he couldn’t get off the hook for ever with that ridiculous little camera in order to make some “test shots”. He was urgently looking for a good explanation and couldn’t find any that sounded sufficiently plausible. And that was very, very bad for him. Moreover because Vanessa was not what you would call one of the most brilliant specimen of the feminine population. In the mean time Bobbie was also still gibbering and laughing on his lap as if his life depended on it. At least somebody was happy. 

To Raff’s great relief the unfinished bridge came in sight where the spectacle would burst out. He saw Wingz racing up the slope at a phenomenal speed, followed by the derelict Volkswagen with the blue flashing light. It was an even greater relief to notice that those punks were suddenly backing off a bit when they spotted that infamous flashing light. They didn’t fancy another beating. That was exactly where the Cowboy wanted to have them. Raff whizzed past under the yawning gap of the bridge and radically changed his opinion about that rear view mirror. He wouldn’t want to miss a second of what was going to happen next.  

The punks also drove past under the bridge opening. When they all of a sudden saw Wings shoot past over their heads, they were petrified. The Münch roared and howled like never before and for chunky Harley-drivers it was not a comforting sound. They held back a bit more.  

“Wooooof!”, the fireball said.

“Kaboom!”, the Volkswagen said.

“Ooooooooaaaaaaaaa!!!”, Inspector Vermel said, when he tore across the sky like a rocket, far above the heads of the amazed punks. He continued his journey in true Superman style. Further and further and…

“Bang!”

In an inimitable manner Inspector Vermel landed with his gun drawn on the back of the Münch. Even Zorro wouldn’t have been able to jump on his horse so superbly, let alone to stay in the saddle. 

“Wingz, you are under arrest!”, the Inspector growled.  

That did it for the punks. That was the coolest copper they had ever encountered and they wisely decided to do a runner. 

Also Wingz was quite impressed. He had to recognise that there was little one could do against such a super-policeman and he humbly threw his hands in the air. Even the Münch came to a gentle stop. The wild motorbike that wouldn’t be tamed by anyone, appeared to have changed into a little Honda. From the heavy, deep voice only a faint grumble remained. 

Also the other three members of The Four had to recognise their defeat against such an overpowering adversary. Reluctantly the Cowboy came out of the bushes, also with his hands in the air. Raff and Bobbie stepped out of the Maserati pulling the face of two little brats that were dragged out of the dodgems by their parents after the twenty-fifth turn. 

“Wave kindly at the Inspector, Bobbie”, Raff tried to keep up the good spirit. Yet, Bobbie didn’t wave as enthusiastically as usual anymore. He was always in the best of moods and waved at everybody and everything. Now, however, his hands only flapped weakly above his head. 

The Cowboy and Wingz grinned slightly, but without a lot of conviction. This was definitely not the scenario that the Cowboy had had in mind. Also Vanessa had dreamt about a different scenario because she couldn’t believe that the promised title role was off for good.  

“Ahaaaa! At last!!!”, the Inspector grunted.

How could this be possible? After all that bad luck and grief! He immediately started to reflect upon his up to that time failed career and decided that it had all been worth it. It was beyond question that one had to suffer and work hard in order to eventually reach the highest success. But the reward had come. And in what a way! So masterfully! It would certainly involve movie rights! Perhaps Vanessa still had a chance after all? 

The Inspector counted almost aloud the number of stars and stripes, which would from now on decorate his uniform. Golden stripes from his wrist up to his shoulder and a whole lot of stars on his collar. Not even mentioning the several pounds of medals he would be allowed to carry hereafter. Yet, in his thoughts these medals would be weightless and he would carry them with dignity; the head up straight, the chest forward. From afar one would see him coming down like a shining, golden angel. And those who would still have the guts to set the law at naught would tremble and shiver by the shear thought of his infallibility.

Inspector Vermel was so caught by his daydreams that he didn’t notice that something came stumbling towards him. But when he sensed the biting smell of fire that smoked in his direction from the left, he had to avert his gaze from The Four to look what was going on. And there he was. Constable First Class Peacock.

“Wif!”

That was about the only squeak that still escaped from Peacock’s mouth corners. He had lost his hat. In stead, there were a few upright wisps of scorched hair on his black-burnt scull. These wisps had not been entirely put out yet because they were still smoking extensively. As a matter of fact, this went for his entire body as well. His clothes had been reduced to a few black rags and the only parts of him that weren’t black were his brown pupils. 

“Wif!” 

He had never been an example of swiftness and speed, but now he literally dragged himself along to the Inspector, ready to burst out in tears.

“My... my... my…”, he whined.

The Inspector immediately understood where Constable First Class Peacock was getting at and believed to know the right remedy. 

“My dear Peacock, don’t you worry. From now on you can get every car in the world. What would you say about a new Rolls Royce?”

Inspector Vermel beamed, but then quickly stiffened again when he saw Peacock’s furious face flashing to him. He had obviously miscalculated.

“I don’t want a Rolls!!!”, Peacock yelled, “I want this one!!!”

Peacock was broken hearted. He had grown very fond of his Volkswagen Caravelle GL (no DL!) Grand-Luxury and the sudden goodbye had been a great blow to him. Not a single prospect, let alone another car, was a consolation. The world had perished together with his minibus; the Biblical apocalypse had happened. Peacock looked quite apocalyptically indeed, by the way, with his smoking head. Inspector Vermel didn’t really know what to do with him. At one end he was sympathetic to Peacock and that in itself was already a new experience for him. All things considered, as he had just promoted himself to a twenty-five star general, he found that he nevertheless had to assert his authority. The Inspector had been fed up with that stupid minibus and didn’t want to let that new Rolls slip through his fingers, which would from then on certainly occupy his parking place at the police headquarters. He kindly put his arm around Peacock, yet firmly enough to make it clear to his assistant who was in charge. To his surprise, however, Peacock burst out in big tears. He cried like a baby on the Inspector’s chest and in his surprise Vermel didn’t know what to do with this burst of emotions. Perhaps, as he’d become a general anyway, he could arrange for a new Volkswagen minibus too? His list of demands in fact grew by the minute to a whopper the size of a substantial phonebook. A minibus more or less wouldn’t make that much of a difference. He actually started to feel good about his role as mild donor. Another feeling he had never experienced before. This was his ticket to the honour and glory of the greatest people in the history of the Earth! This was... this was…

Immortal...

Inexpressible...

Insubstantial...

Horrible!!!

Inspector Vermel looked up again, along Peacock’s whining head. There his ticket had to be. But it wasn’t there anymore. He blinked with his eyes for a second to make sure he hadn’t looked well enough. It must have been fatigue. A quick shake with his head and there they would be, those four scoundrels. But the reality blew up rock-hard in Inspector Vermel’s face. Where once the wretched foursome had stood assembled with their hands in the air, there was nothing anymore. A vast emptiness; a devastating vacuum. The Four had just run off! What a rudeness!!! How was it possible!!! It beggared all description. How could they have been so unfair, especially after the grand manner he had submitted them to the power of justice? He hadn’t deserved this!  

In the far distance he could just make out the howling of the Münch, that was fleeing the scene together with the Maserati and that hateful Mercedes van. Further and further away from the strong arm of the law. And when he looked really well, he could just spot Bobbie waving quite kindly at him.
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The Superintendent was an easy-going person who had already surpassed the pensionable age for quite a while, but was still rusted on his chair by some strange play of fate. Over one hundred kilogram of cosiness was sitting behind that Mahoney-wooden desk, mostly bald, apart from the lavish pepper-and-salt coloured moustache that decorated the whole width of his façade. He had always been a very enjoyable man who had rather preferred to put himself between his men than above. This uncharismatic approach had rewarded him with lots of sympathy but very little authority. He was a welcome guest during the after-work parties, where he exuberantly provided his men with booze. Apart from these parties, however, he was neglected and he spent most of his time in that office chair where they had planted him thirty years ago. He alienated more and more from the harsh reality which ruled outside the massive castle walls of the old police headquarters. Some wicked tongues even suggested that he was as mad as a fruitcake. He hardly had any file knowledge and it was for a large part thanks to his fumbling but cosy approach that the strong arm of the law was hanging so loosely these days. If that wasn’t bad enough, he left most of the running business to frustrated pencil-pushers like Inspector Vermel and Constable First Class Peacock. This didn’t improve the image of the police force either.  

But now a very interesting statistic was laying on his desk. It concerned a nicely printed graph with a fat red line which started somewhere in the top-left corner and ended up on the right on a spot so low that it only just fitted on the paper. The officer who had printed this statistic had had do his utmost to fit the entire red line onto that piece of A4. Even the computer hardly understood anything that low. On top of the page stood the title of the statistic in fat, underscored letters:

“Number of Cars in Fleet”

The chart lay on a heavy green file which had already been used so extensively that it only held together by a few very thin threads. A big pile of papers bulged out of the half-worn file on all sides. It was obviously a file which the Superintendent didn’t like to see on his desk. But now it was there, and with good reason too. It contained all the reports of accidents with service vehicles, their causes and the people that had been involved. It turned out that two names appeared rather often in that file.    

Inspector Vermel was nervously shuffling his feet in front of the imposing desk. He clearly felt uneasy about this little conversation having a good end. The Superintendent put the statistic aside and opened the file with a lot of reluctance, upon which he took out the paper on top. He pretended for a moment to be reading the document carefully, but that was just a routine. He had already read the document for at least a dozen times before and knew all of its few syllables by heart. But he wanted to scare the wits out of that stupid ignorant who was at the moment standing in front of his desk. It worked.

“Suddenly the road exploded and we could not avoid the explosion”, the Superintended read with such a loud voice that the whole building could enjoy it, “Our car therefore exploded as well.”

A deathly silence fell over the police headquarters. 

“Our-car-therefore-exploded-as-well”, the Superintendent repeated to give a tad more drama to the conversation.

That was Inspector Vermel’s full report. The Inspector wasn’t actually proud of it either, but nobody needed to know the rest of the details. It had already been more than painful enough. It didn’t make much of a difference to the Super anyway.

“Allright, so you have lost both The Four and a Volkswagen Caravelle GL Grand-Luxury?”, the Superintendent scorned.

“Well, sir…”, Inspector Vermel stuttered, “if you want to put it so bluntly, that is to say…”

“That is to say what, Vermel?”

“On paper it all looks a lot worse than it actually is. The truth of the matter is, sir, that this issue is a lot more differentiated since the border-phenomenal aspects of the case obscure the oversight, which makes one loose track of the fact that err… that err…”

“Please continue, Vermel.”

“Err… that the result-oriented approach of the action eventually led to a positive balance because of the undeniable snowball-effect that the concurrence of the different events has exerted on the err… err… pffff…”

“Yes?”

“That we almost got ’em!”

That last bit came almost out as a cheer. The Inspector hoped that he had managed to turn a defeat into a victory.

“So you lost them both.”

“Err… yes, sir. But this time it certainly wasn’t our fault!”

Inspector Vermel did his best to save what was left of his proverbial face, although it became extremely difficult. The Superintendent turned out to be much more all there than the Inspector had ever thought was possible. It was a hard blow. Little drops of sweat appeared on his forehead and he got terribly warm. His legs were shivering like a skeleton.  

“We get a new car then?”, the Inspector carefully tried. A lot of tact was needed here. The Inspector found himself on very thin ice. The Superintendent grinned and leaned back in his comfortable chair with all of his impressive weight. 

“My dear Vermel”, he replied, “you want me to give you a new car after this memorable cock-up?”

“We did make some progress, didn’t we sir? I can assure you that next time we’ll nail ’em and put them behind bars where they belong!” After having been used for a least twenty times, that argument was becoming a little weak. 

“Look, Vermel, if you’re convinced that you’ve made some progress, don’t you then deserve a car that illustrates that progress?”

Inspector Vermel really started to feel uncomfortable now. He had expected the usual thundering speech. Not that sweety tone of someone who’s lying relaxed in his chair with his hands folded on his belly.

“Well, Vermel, I believe that I still got something for you. Something very special!”

During these words the Superintendent raised from his chair and gestured at the Inspector to follow him to the car park. When they were going down the stairs, Inspector Vermel reasoned that the Super wouldn’t lead him to the car park if there wouldn’t be a car. Perhaps it would be an even bigger heap of crap than that cursed minibus, but at least it would be a means of transport. Since he had taken it as read that from this day onwards he would be degraded to crossing patrol at the nearby nursery school, the thought came to him as an absolute stroke of luck.

The Superintendent took the Inspector to the old stables that dated from the age of the horse patrols and that were thereafter used for stowing away old rubbish. The moment the Superintendent opened the wooden door, screens of dust lighted up by the light beams that were cutting through the holes in the rickety roof. In the middle of the stable there was a big cardboard box that had already been spoiled by humidity and fungus. The Superintendent beamed at Inspector Vermel.

“This, my dear Vermel, is our secret weapon! That is to say, it is your secret weapon.”

That sounded a bit scary. It was impossible that there could be any sort of vehicle in a box of that size and the thoughts and anxiety rushed through the Inspector’s brain. 

“It is not a joke, sir?”, he faintly asked.

“I’ve promised you a new car, Vermel, and I always keep my word.”

It appeased the Inspector a little. The content of the box was undoubtedly a model of a new, ultra-secret police intervention car. And jolly good too because even the Volvo’s had been in desperate need for replacement. Even before Peacock had driven them all to shatters. Yet, he had his doubts about that due to the advanced state of decay of the box. 

“Go on, Vermel, what are you waiting for? Aren’t you curious?” 

Inspector Vermel swallowed a bit and then stepped to the mysterious box. It was going to end in tears, he just knew it. His hands were unsure and nervously grabbled the cardboard so that the box was rather torn apart than opened. Whole pieces of rotten cardboard were thrown about until there was not a single square inch of the box still standing up. There was something within that packaging. It was small, it was round, it was white with yellow-blue stripes and had a crooked, blue flashing-light. It was also clearly very old and even had four wheels and two headlights. So it could indeed pass for a police car. The name “Isetta” proudly shined in chromed letters on its back in one of the bright bundles of light.

“This is the very first car our core has received.”

The Super became a bit melancholic and had to wipe away a tear. Nostalgic thoughts whirled up when he saw that tiny old bowler again. The Super was terribly fond of that little car.
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The whole case was getting a bit complicated for the Cowboy. They had always had their hands full with those punks. And now there appeared to be a third party in it, a party that should clearly not be underestimated. While he was once more absorbed in thought, he played a bit with the jerry can they had found in the bushes by the bridge. Restless, he threw the object from one hand to the other, over and back. Something wasn’t right. At one hand their action against those punks had been subtly sabotaged. On the other hand the responsible person had been so un-subtle to let that jerry can lie about, open to everyone. As if there had to remain a trace on purpose. The Cowboy didn’t like those “on purpose” traces. That was always a sign for more trouble and he was desperately looking for a strategy to do something totally unexpected with that hint. In any case it was obvious that someone with dubious intentions was watching them. That was a thought the Cowboy liked even less. It was crystal clear that this third party wasn’t only protecting those punks but that it also didn’t think very high of the police. Most of all, the Cowboy was alarmed by the fact that this person or organisation was much cleverer and more refined than the riffraff he desperately tried to make short work of. Even though that wasn’t all in all too difficult.

“What are you thinking of?’, Wingz asked when he saw the tormented face of the Cowboy.

“There are a lot of things that don’t add up, aren’t there?”

“Well, as far as I’m concerned this mysterious cat should get an Oscar and the Nobel Prize as an encore! Have you seen that toasted face of Peacock? And how his minibus blew up to smithereens? Just brilliant!”

According to Raff the conversation needed a jolly note so he had jumped in.

“That’s exactly the point, Raff”, the Cowboy replied, “Who would do something like that to a police car of all things, leave us unharmed but nevertheless mess up our plan completely?”

“So you believe that those punks had nothing to do with it?”, Wingz surprisedly asked, “That sounds absurd.”

“Absurd indeed. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if we were to find the key to this mystery with those punks. After all, they are the only ones who’ve come out of it without a single scratch.” 

“So, what do you suggest?”, Raff jested, “Do you want us to go and trash that hamburger joint a bit to see who’ll be coming to put a spoke in our wheel? Hilarious! And then we call Vermel and Peacock to drive them all on a pile again. Hahahaaa!”

Raff subtly smiled. He was always in for a joke and even burst out in gibberish laughter because he thought it sounded so nice. He did once again justice to his reputation of biggest mug on the northern hemisphere when he revealed his striking row of teeth up to his earlobes. He didn’t get round again while tears of fun were rolling in streams over his cheeks. 

“Drive them all on a pile again… hahahahaaa… what a joke!… Hahahaaa!” 

And so he continued for another minute or two. But gradually it started to get through to him that he didn’t hear anybody laugh with him. Now he knew that his jokes weren’t always as successful, let alone of good taste. But this one he personally found a real smasher. The picture alone of that minibus crashing into the restaurant through the front window… oh my! It couldn’t be possible that it didn’t even cause the slightest snigger? He carefully opened his eyes again and looked. Indeed, no one was laughing with him. And what worried him even more was that look in the Cowboy’s eyes. It was the look with those little glitters. That look which said that he meant it. Yes, to his astonishment he realised that he had just given the Cowboy the inspiration for another one of those impossibly absurd plans of his. No! And what about his Armani shirt?

“My dear Raff, you are a genius!”

That was something Raff had always known already. But it wasn’t quite the right moment for him to want to receive this confirmation. 

“So we’re going to fight again?”, he glumly asked, “And how am I going to get disinfected this time?”

“Don’t worry. This time we’re going to play things more subtly.”

Those were absolutely not the words that Raff wanted to hear because he had already heard them a thousand times before. The subtlety continuously consisted of a very nice wrapping with soothing words. But in the end he could always scrub himself for at least three hours with perfumed soap. 

“Thus... a fight…”, he muttered.

“Well, dear Raff, if everything goes according to plan, not this time.”

“The problems with those plans of yours is that they never go exactly according to plan. Vermel hasn’t crashed onto that vermin this morning, has he? 

“That’s true. But now at least we know that we have to take this new element into account. Before we can finally terminate that gang we’ll first have to pass by our new adversary and the only way to do that is to lure him out of his hiding place. 

“Whaaaaaaa!!!”

At least Bobbie was convinced. As usual he was totally up for it. He furiously hopped around during which he lashed out at the air several times with his New-Wave irons. He snorted and growled like a wild animal whereby foam came on his mouth. This was when one had to pay attention. When Bobbie got excited anything could happen and it was better to restrain him a little bit until they were really in a scrap. That was easier said than done. The Cowboy still felt that painful bruise that he had accidentally received from Bobbie when he had tried to keep him out of that hamburger restaurant. All in all it was better in moments like these to keep out of his way. Bobbie was actually not the only one who wasn’t tired yet. Also Wingz cracked with his knuckles and stretched his one hundred kilo pure muscles as if the assembled punk army was already standing in front of him. That looked promising indeed!
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The room was still dark. The old, black-painted bricks enclosed the poorly furbished space as if it were a horrible dungeon. A clammy air, which had always been very uncomfortable, spread its throttling glow even more than else on this sunny Sunday morning. Something had changed. Not the limited, however lamentable view of the room. Not the ghastly person that roamed there. He was still as bad-mannered as usual and his exaggerated accent hadn’t improved either. But he started to become worried. When his assistant had come to tell him about The Four, he’d had a good laugh about the entire story. Oh, it was just a bunch of silly youngsters that didn’t play any significant role at all. Even if they beat the crap out of a couple of those irritating punks every now and then; it didn’t really matter. He even found it quite amusing because it actually meant a big worry less for him. But now his smile had come to an end. Apparently that cursed little club of extras had managed to claim the title role in just a few days. If he didn’t undertake anything fast, his whole plan would be in shatters and this had to be avoided at all cost. It was very unfortunate because he would have liked to continue with the operation just a little while longer. It had made him big money so far, although not quite as much as he had dreamt. And therefore the decision to abort the whole caboodle gave him a serious heartache. Unfortunately one had to know in this business when it was time to collect your chips and get out, in order to retire to some distant land with a lot of sunshine and palm trees. That moment had now come. The man didn’t want to make the mistake to neglect the signs of an approaching doom. Too many of his colleagues had become greedy over the years, yes, even imprudent and reckless. Money was an addiction that became hard to control once one got the taste of it. It was one of these addictions for which one always needed more to experience the same kick. Eventually the man with the hammer dropped by and sometimes you ended up in jail for a while – if you were lucky. If you were unlucky, you ended up in the canal with a block of concrete around your legs. The man had been greedy up till now. Besides him, nobody really knew exactly how greedy. And yet he had his addiction under control so he had to blow the fuse. And in order to achieve this he needed help. That help was again standing in front of him wearing the same black raincoat and hat.   

“If I understand correctly, The Four know about us?”, the man asked.

“That’s right. And it didn’t take a lot of intelligence to figure it out. That bunch of scum is not in a million years smart enough to double-cross the plans of The Four. They only care about boozing and fighting. So in order to draw the conclusion that there is more going on than just that hamburger restaurant, you really don’t have to call Einstein.” 

She preferred not to mention that she had left that can of methanol lying about by that unfinished bridge on purpose. She had her reasons for it.

“Hadn’t it been a lot easier if you’d just had them caught by the police? Then these sons of bitches had been terminated and there wouldn’t be a cloud in the sky.”

“That was the intention. But even when you present them on a silver plate, the police still succeeds in making a mess of things. Don’t ask me how the police manages to hire idiots like that.”

The eyes of the man were in a state of shock. He was totally taken by the woman’s story and didn’t notice that she had polished it a bit. In fact, it had even been a stupid coincidence that Inspector Vermel had seen the opportunity to completely take The Four by surprise. Normally he should have ended is some kind of tree. Fortunately there had been Constable First Class Peacock. And hence she continued her bluff.  

“I can hardly put the shackles on those four myself and deliver them to the police station, now can I?”

“Oh no, no, please! I’ve got enough worries on my mind already. Just a little bit longer and The Four will be coming my way and I don’t really need that right now. It’s getting a bit hot.”

“And what are you planning to do about it?”, she asked without revealing her amusement in this situation. 

“We have to quit, sugar.”

For a moment a deathly silence fell over the room. At one side the woman was visibly relieved that the end of this entire comedy was finally in sight. But on the other side it caused her great concern. Because the venom of this operation was literally in the tail. 

“Good. So we finally go for the money. How would you like to proceed?”

“According to my sources the gang’s out for the weekend. There’s some kind of festivity or whatever. It gives us the perfect opportunity to finish this off. You know what you have to do?”

“Yes, I know.”

Her voice revealed her doubt. She had always participated in the adventure the man had proposed her with full conviction. But when the conclusion was approaching, she seemed to want to get out. The words “give up” were unknown to her, however, and she pulled herself together again. She was in it up to her neck.

“Excellent!”, the man cheered, “I know that you must feel a little nervous. That is perfectly normal and I would really worry if you didn’t. But don’t let it get to you. It will go very easily and then… we’ll be sitting nicely under the palm trees sipping tequila.”

“Yes, allright, don’t be afraid. I will not disappoint you.”

“Of course not, pumpkin. I know you well enough for that. Besides, I’ve got something for you here…”

“Oh really?”

“A beautiful present!” 

The man took a strange, black box out of his drawer. It looked quite heavy for its limited size. He opened it and showed her its content with a big smirk on his face. Before the woman realised what was going on, the man offered her a genuine, loaded GP nine millimetre. 

“That’s a nice little toy, isn’t it? Here, take it.”

The woman had never had a real weapon in her hands in all of her life, apart from the sedation air gun she hid under her raincoat. She was very much in doubt whether she should accept this beautiful present. A long while ago she had made a few bold statements and she had even meant them. She was just not sure anymore whether she still meant them. 

 “Go on, sugar, it won’t bite.”

With shivering hands she grabbed the gun out of the man’s hands and she didn’t know what to do with it. She couldn’t really take a good look at it in that dark room, but she felt it all the better. It was very heavy indeed. And yet it felt more enjoyable than she had first imagined. The cold steel made the adrenaline rush through her blood and she ended up in some sort of trip. For one moment she felt omnipotent, yes, even invulnerable. She took the gun really firmly in her right hand and brought it up to her face. With her left hand she gently caressed the barrel. Suddenly the rather unpleasant smell of oiled metal got through to her, strongly. It brought her back with her feet on the ground immediately. She realised what she was holding in her hands and what its purpose was. She started to doubt again.

“You’ve told me something a long time ago, sugar, do you remember?”

She remembered it. She still knew it all too bloody well.

“Now, let’s see if you meant it, back then. I’ve given you the opportunity. A new life and the possibility to totally come to terms with your past. You can finally settle that account.”

The woman didn’t know what to say anymore. She had indeed said what she had said. But as the man had never really responded to it, she had never believed that her past wish would be fulfilled. Or rather, that she’d have to make it fulfilled.  

“I understand, you know. Sometimes a person can say something really nasty. However I really thought that you meant it. And right you were too, I’d say. In your stead I had never been able to wait that long to take my revenge. That’s a very fine quality you have there. But now I think that you should persist. Then you’ll find peace at last. You have to stay truthful to your own word or you’ll be sorry for the rest of your life. Believe me.”

She would like to believe it. After all, why would she lie in the sun drinking tequilas for the rest of her life? She didn’t even like any alcohol. No, he was right. She had to persist. She had to remain truthful to her word.

“It’ll be fine.”   

With those laconic words she put the weapon under her raincoat and turned to the door again. For a moment she looked back at the man. Not out of gratefulness or trust. Because she didn’t feel either of those. She only had an expression like a kind of destiny on her face, as if she had been condemned by an oracle. And she would bear her fate with her head high. 

She stepped out. She didn’t see the grin of the man anymore when she closed the door behind her.
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It was a dark and reasonably cold night for late summer. Especially when one had to – compelled by necessity – drive without the car’s top. But Raff didn’t bother. He was always in for a little extravagance and zoomed completely with black Goofy-sunglasses through the orangish illuminated streets. He was lucky that the streetlights were burning because he almost didn’t see anything as it was. Except for a few faint traces that came from the big halogen lights. He didn’t care for the world as he had a good idea where the road was leading to anyhow. And most important of all, he had a reputation to uphold. Wingz was sitting next to him and was not so at ease. He didn’t have any friendly feelings towards all this cool-crap that Raff was so keen on. He strongly believed that one had to earn cool and that not a thousand Jil Sander vests or Breitling watches could buy it. But he knew that there was no point discussing this issue with Raff. Even Wingz had to admit that Raff exercised an irresistible attraction on the female half of the population and therefore he couldn’t say that Raff was entirely wrong. All in all it came very easy on Raff. There were these people who tried to look cool. But Raff had style. You either had it or you didn’t. Raff just had it. The way his elbow was again casually hanging out of the window… grand! Raff’s stiff-curling dark brown hair also seemed immune to the elements because no matter how fast they were driving, not a single wisp dropped even one millimetre to a side which would decrease Raff’s coolness. Whingz’s blonde frizzles on the other hand were nearly ironed flat by the sharp wind. That wonderful, but so terribly expensive, Woofah-shampoo (with built-in conditioner), which Raff was washing his hair with twice a day, had to be in for it for something.

The Maserati swiftly floated over the dark grey asphalt of the empty streets. In the distance the unlit publicity sign of the hamburger restaurant was shining in the glow of the steaming streetlight just next to it. Also at the front window the lights had been extinguished and it gave the impression that the building had been abandoned for years. This one could also have guessed by the wooden panels that had provisionally been nailed across the enormous gap in the middle. It looked like the dust of the accident a few days earlier hadn’t settled yet. Raff turned the engine off and let the car roll smoothly to a standstill, just past the restaurant. When the Maserati had eventually stopped by the side of the road, he took off the pink earmuffs and carefully looked around, while he raised his sunglasses as elegantly as always. Wingz checked the surroundings at his side of the car. Everything was quiet. Not a sigh of wind disturbed this lonely moment, apart from the white puffs of condensation Raff and Wingz were blowing out. This wasn’t exactly their style. When they went for something, it was usually accompanied by the necessary destructive activities. This time, however, nothing was to be destructed and so they felt quite uncomfortable. 

Wingz nodded at Raff to indicate that as far as he was concerned everything was OK and they could revert to action. Cautiously they climbed out of the leather sports seats. The doors made a dull click when they were pushed back in the lock. Raff and Wingz walked passed the side of the restaurant across a small car park, as silent as a grave, until they arrived by the back building. It had a dark service door as its only opening. Raff grabbed in the inside pocket of his dark green duffle coat and took out a black portfolio with metal pins and hooks. He could do magic with this kind of equipment and was going to demonstrate it to Wingz. Wingz didn’t care for the world. It was cold and he hated these kinds of jobs. He therefore stood there with his arms crossed, griping to push Raff to a bit more speed and totally disinterested in Raff’s masterful skills.

“Click”, the lock said. Now that was all Raff! Swift, irresistible, infallible. With a major grin on his face and a lot of show, he grabbed the handle to open the door. But it didn’t move an inch. Oh dear, something wasn’t right there. Raff gave the handle a good shake. Shook a bit harder. Pulled with both of his arms. Gave it a serious tug. There went the handle. With a painful and icy “dang”, the thing hit the middle of the car park. Wingz could have killed Raff!

“Damn, you idiot!”, he hissed.   

“Wait, I’ll solve it right away.”

Raff was as always the holy coolness himself. As flashing as a minute earlier, he took another metal instrument from his toolset and began to fiddle with the lock again. “Dek-dek-dek... brrrd-d-d-d-d... dek-dek-dek.” Yes, now it would be allright. Raff had a special feel with doors and locks. He just understood them. He knew what they needed in order to open up. He had the same effect on girls. Doors or girls, was there any difference? Raff knew how he had to handle things. Nothing or nobody could resist him. “D-d-d-d-d… dek-dek... brrrrd-d-d-d...” Just one more minute and he would be there. Just a small minute. This was the moment where you had to push and pull. He was very good at that too. Push... and then pull back… push… and… pull a little… push… and…

“Crack!”

A little gloomy Raff was standing there with now only half of a metal instrument in his hands. The other half was still proudly sticking in the lock, deep enough so it could never be taken out anymore. 

“Err…”

Raff could call himself lucky that it concerned a metal instrument with a door and not another instrument of his with a girl. Unfortunately for him, Wingz flew off the handle completely. He would have loved to give Raff a big clout but channelled, to Raff’s great relief, his anger on the door.

“Bang!!!”

The door slammed against the back wall where it also crushed a small, metal side table. As well as the punk on duty who was just coming to see what stupid kind of idiot was messing with the lock. His feet and arms were still sticking out on both sides of the door, while a few rotten molars were spread all over the floor.   

“Eurggghhhllll…”

A soft rattle died away from behind the door while the punk was travelling to dreamland.

That was a piece of good luck! On tiptoes Wingz and Raff entered the building in the direction of the offices behind the restaurant. They didn’t know exactly what to look for. The Cowboy had instructed them to search for everything that could give an indication about the organisation and the contacts of the rabble that was hiding in there. But it remained a mystery what this could mean precisely. They roamed through the vacuum of an abandoned corridor, faithfully following the beam of their torches through the misty space, until they saw a door to their right. It was closed and they didn’t have the faintest idea what could lie behind it. Who knew, there could perhaps be twenty punks waiting behind it, ready to fillet them.  

“This will mean another new shirt”, Raff nervously mumbled.

He carefully put his ear against the wood and listened, searching for the smallest sound that could betray the presence of something suspicious. He didn’t hear a thing. He then wanted to cautiously open the door but Wingz pushed him aside and slammed the door open in one big blow. If there were a small army of riffraff behind it, he reasoned that one could just as well surprise them with a brutal attack. The room was totally empty. It was the smoky meeting room with the aggressive graffiti and the chairs that had once stood up straight. It was a total mess and there was absolutely nothing to be found there. They shuffled a bit further on to two doors at the end of the corridor. The door on the left was ajar and clearly led to a stairway hall and the restaurant. The door right in front of them, however, looked a lot more interesting. Especially because it was also locked. Since they were already very much about it, they didn’t care about that little bit of extra noise. With a well-aimed thrust of his massive shoulders Wingz knocked the door out of its hinges. It smacked on the floor and the bang seemed to resound endlessly in the stairway hall. So much for their subtle approach. But to their surprise they didn’t hear any stumbling or shouting coming towards them. The building was totally abandoned. Apart from that one punk that was supposed to keep an eye on things and who was now, completely against his orders, sleeping under the service door. 

When most of the dust had finally settled, they were most satisfied to see that they had found an office that looked as if it would belong to the boss of the gang. The many cigar stumps that covered the floor didn’t lie. When Raff let the beam of his torch go round, they got the impression that they were entering an ancient Egyptian tomb. Everything looked grey and deathly in the meagre light of the twelve-volt bulb. The atmosphere was choking. Dust, generated by the enormous air movement when knocking down the door, obstructed the view like a thin haze that slowly lifted. 

They had come with a specific purpose and Raff immediately jumped at the inviting desk. It was a heavy piece of furniture made out of old French oak and equipped with no less than eight deep drawers and a big lock on top of them. How solid it had once been made, it was no match for Wingz’ brutal force. With a tremendous sway of his right arm he tore the drawers out of their steel framework. Raff put himself behind the desk and hastily started to snoop around in the piles of paper that had jumped out of the drawers like if there had been a big spring underneath them. The papers were contained in pale orange, cardboard files that had been used extensively. They looked like if mice had been chewing on the corners. Raff and Wingz were astonished when they read through the contents. Whole files about shops and shop owners, their revenues, the days when there would be lots of cash in the register and when security would be minimal. But there was more. Lists of suppliers, brokers, transports of stolen cars, drugs… one couldn’t imagine it or it was in front of Raff and Wingz’ nose. Much to their disappointment, however, they didn’t find anything that pointed at “X”. At first sight it appeared that the gang indeed operated independently and didn’t have any connection to anybody else.  

They were so impressed with what the saw that they entirely ignored the rest of their environment. And yet, a shadow was sneaking towards them through the corridor, as black as the night itself. Suddenly Wingz looked up in a state of shock when he saw the glitter of a serious gun in the corner of his eye. The barrel pointed threateningly in their direction. In a fraction of a second Wingz had understood that they were trapped and that no escape was possible. Also Raff stiffened immediately in the generous armchair in which he was seated. They should have known that it had all gone a bit too easy and that good fortune wouldn’t last forever. But they were most of all amazed that the gun wasn’t held by some sort of punk, but by a dark, not very tall appearance. Punks moved about like elephants in a china store and the police was just too stupid to go and find them there. This figure, however, moved graciously and silent as the wind. This was a whole different pair of dingo’s kidneys than they had been used to until now. This was no laughing matter at all. They desperately prepared to raise their hands in order to beg the person who had so skilfully caught them for mercy.  

“Damn, not you again?”, a woman’s voice hissed from behind the gun, “Why can’t you just never mind your own business?”

“Excuse me?”, Wingz said surprised, “I believe it’s up to us to decide what our business is and what isn’t! Who are you and what are you poking your nose into?”  

“Shut up! This isn’t some sort of game, you third-grade Rambo! For the millionth time you are messing up everything. What do I have to do with you now? Blow you to kingdom come?”

“Err… couldn’t we perhaps consider this over a pint?”, Raff asked.

“Mister Slicker Than Snail Snot. I spotted that right away. Well, Mister Slicker Than Snail Snot, I’ve got different plans with you.”

To Raff and Wingz’ relief, the woman put the gun back in the inner pocket of her raincoat. But to their disappointment, she took out another gun that she pointed at them in a very menacing way. 

“Don’t worry”, the woman said, “it’s a perfectly harmless sedation air gun. You will be sent off to dreamland for a while and consider yourselves lucky that I’m in a good mood.”

“But… wait a minute… we…”, Raff cried out in a desperate attempt to negotiate. Even if it was a sedation gun, he didn’t have a very good relationship with needles. 

“Nighty-night, boys…”

“Ouch!”

A scream echoed through the corridor, followed by a lot of racket.

“Damn you, let go of me!!!”

It was the woman’s voice and she sounded very angry too. Not difficult when Bobbie was hanging on your leg.

“Rhaaaaaa!!!’, he said, glad with his catch.

The woman jerked and twisted in the door opening in an attempt to wriggle her leg out of Bobbie’s iron grip. But Bobbie didn’t intend to release her in the least. She turned the air gun at her attacker and was about to fire a sedating dart at the slim monster that was holding her tight. The Cowboy appeared all of a sudden behind her and grabbed her arms. Too late, because the gun fired its load with a dull bang.  

“Aaaaaaa!”

Another scream and then absolute silence. The wrestling trio was stunned and Wingz and Raff rushed to them to see what exactly had happened. Softly the three let go of each other and a metal dart with red feathers became visible. It was stuck in the left thigh of the woman. 

“Aaaaaaaaa!!!”

That scream was even louder than the previous one. The woman’s eyes were wide open and she looked petrified at the syringe with feathery head that was joyfully sticking in her leg. Then she immediately lost consciousness, rather more of the shock than of the sedation itself.  

“If I’ll be…! That was a girl!”, Raff established.

The Cowboy didn’t move and even looked more stunned than the woman. Only an inaudible sigh indicated that he was still breathing.

“Is she…”, he asked with a very hoarse voice.

“No, she’s just fast asleep”, Wingz soberly replied, “Heavy stuff in that syringe!”

“Besides, Cowboy, we’ve found a lot of nuts and bolts here. Really interesting reading material!”

Raff pushed a fat file in the Cowboy’s hands that contained a lot of noteworthy criminal facts.

“I also don’t think that we have to look any further for our missing link, now do we?”, he joked. “Hello? Are you allright?”

The Cowboy had turned a less whiter shade of pale but was still looking all but healthy. He slid down with his back against the doorpost until he was squatting, as if he had just run a Marathon. He started to shiver and his eyes were torn open, staring at their attacker. He mumbled something incomprehensible and Raff looked worried at his friend. He squatted in front of the Cowboy and grabbed him by the shoulders.

“Earth to Cowboy?”

“Hey, what’s the matter? You look like death warmed up!”, Wingz also noticed the ill state of their companion, “Come on, Raff, don’t just sit there. Help me to get him on his feet again.”

“Never mind, I’m feeling fine”, the Cowboy said when Raff and Wingz tried to pull him into a more comfortable position. “It’s just the shock, that’s all. We know this girl.”

Raff and Wingz suddenly realised that they hadn’t yet taken a very good look at their attacker. There she was, peacefully asleep. Her black hat had fallen off in the rumble and lay next to her blonde, short-cut head. Her lovely pink mouth slightly opened as if she wanted to invite the prince of her dreams to kiss her awake again. She spread a soothing lemon-jasmine odour in the musty room, which brought all four of the boys into a spell. At once Raff and Wingz remembered the distant look of the Cowboy when he was standing after school hours by the side of the road, watching the girls go by. This girl was as beautiful as a rose garden in summer’s blossom and her name was Christine.
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The Cowboy didn’t take part in this world anymore. He was sitting on the front passenger’s seat in their van and stared lifeless in front of him. Every now and then he cast a nostalgic eye on the unconscious girl who was lying in the back on a little mattress while Bobbie waved some air to her with his cap. Wingz looked a bit worried at his friend. He had known the Cowboy for so long, but he’d never seen him in such a state. Of course he understood that the sudden and rather unexpected reunion with the girl that the Cowboy had worshipped and sought for many years had caused a serious shock. He just hoped that his friend wouldn’t stay in that state because he was certainly capable of that. All things considered he should be glad that she was still alive and in very good health indeed.

Wingz also began to wonder how this puzzle actually fit together. He too had been impressed by the fact that they had finally found Christine back alive and well. But he could make neither head nor tail of it. Where had she been up to and why had she sabotaged their previous action? That latter part had become more than obvious now. On the other hand Wingz was glad that the Cowboy had suspected that a third party had been watching them and that restaurant. They had been in more danger than originally assumed. Now this third party was lying in their van. He would put her through her paces later on, even though he feared to get in trouble with the Cowboy. His friend was probably so blinded by love that he wouldn’t be able to face the truth. He cleared his throat to discuss the issue with the Cowboy, but not a sound came out of his mouth. He wasn’t a very good talker as far as delicate matters were concerned and he didn’t know very well what to say to bring the Cowboy to calm and reason. It would probably have the adverse effect anyhow.

He drove behind the Maserati onto a sandy road, which would lead them to their next hiding place. It was a steep end upwards through the woods and eventually they reached a small open spot. The lights went out and Wingz stretched his totally exhausted body when he took out the keys. He cast a last look at the Cowboy who was still staring in oblivion. Then at Christine again who still seemed to roam in a far-away dreamland.  

The Mercedes’ side door was slid open and Raff climbed in after which he closed the door again with a too loud smack. The Cowboy looked behind him like a bear with a sore head, but left it there. He didn’t feel like having a conversation and certainly not to fall out at the lads. It was past three ‘o clock in the morning and they were all knackered. The Cowboy and Wingz lowered their seats and Raff installed himself on a small mat behind them. Raff didn’t like this kind of camping. He longed for a five-star hotel room. But eventually also he was wiped out after only five minutes, dreaming of his career as a movie producer. Even the Cowboy had to give in to his fatigue and dozed in after half an hour, all in all reasonably happy. She was still alive… She was still stunningly beautiful… And he loved her more than ever before…  

For the first time the nightmare of the school party didn’t come back anymore. The chapter was finished and the videotape in his head erased. From then on he only saw her pale-blue eyes and her lovely, generous smile. She smiled at him. She was his chosen one and she loved him. Nothing or nobody could separate them again and he would watch over her like the sphinx over the pyramids. Never again would she have to suffer. He had totally forgotten about her dubious role. He suppressed this thought and he was certain that she would have a very good explanation for her part in this whole affair.

Mist veiled the treetops and a serene silence fell over the deserted pine forest.
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A soft hum was spreading in the distance. It was a peculiar sound and more than one bird abruptly broke off its morning song out of fear of the approaching source of it. The hum was gradually accompanied by a dull knocking sound, which began to prevail over the original tune as it came nearer.

In the van, everybody was fast asleep.

The Superintendent peered out of his new helicopter through the ultra-modern infrared telescope. It was an incredible joy to be back on the field again after having been trapped in his office for such a very long time. It was indeed much too long ago since he had led his men in operations and he regretted that he hadn’t taken this step any sooner. He realised all too well that a real policeman shouldn’t be behind his desk. It would be a formidable end to his rich and fruitful career. He would make an example for those young idiots like Vermel and Peacock. He would show them how things were done! For so many months these two loonies had accumulated failure after failure and in the process destroyed all the police force’s material and service cars. But nothing would be destroyed anymore from now on and he would make short work of The Four. That would make an impression! The brand-new helicopter he had received at his disposal from the General for this glorious occasion would come in handy for this task.

After having circled over the pine forest for about half an hour, he all of a sudden noticed a weak source of heat, a few hundred yards further between the trees. It was still too far to make out exactly what it was, but it was certainly larger than any man or animal. He ordered the pilot to sneak closer, but not too close. The surprise had to be complete, so they had to proceed carefully. Little by little the helicopter approached the bright green smudge in the nightscope’s visor. The closer they came, the more the smudge separated into two parts which clearly took the shape of a roofless sports car and a van. Especially the engine compartments lit up white hot of the residual heat after having done heavy labour only recently. In triumph the Superintendent spied at his target. It was five ‘o clock in the morning and everything indicated that The Four were sleeping off their debauch because there wasn’t a single activity around. The helicopter descended to right above the treetops and kept coming closer very gently. Now was the time to bring in the reinforcements. The Superintendent took the microphone of his radio.

“Vermel, this is Alpha One. Do you read me?”

Silence.

“Vermel, you miserable nitwit, answer me!!!”

“Err… Hello, Alpha One, this is Alpha Two…”

“Vermel, get your vehicle on that dirt road and block it, understand?”

“Yes, sir, understood.”

“And don’t let anyone pass, you hear?”

“No, sir. I won’t, sir.”

“You know what will happen when you fail again, don’t you?”

“Err… yes, sir. I do, sir.”

“Allright then. Wait there for further instructions. Alpha One out.”

The Superintendent wasn’t entirely confident in the reinforcements. But they’d have to do. And they’d better not mess up this time. He had planted that into their brains very well before he took off.

The little Isetta softly rocked over the hardly drivable road, further and further into the woods. Nothing would be left to chance this time!  

In the van there was a claustrophobic atmosphere. The combination of the morning cool and the five sleeping bodies had made a big amount of humidity condensate on the closed interior. Long stripes of moisture ran down from the windows and the steel interior parts. Big drops had also formed against the ceiling, growing like wobbling stalactites.  

“Splash!”

The fattest of drops had wriggled itself loose from the smooth metal roof by its own weight. It made a terrifying fall and blew to pieces with a lot of hubbub, right on the nose of the unexpected guest of the foursome. The eyes of Christine sprung open when she was awoken from her restless sleep with a shock. Only a second ago she was still dreaming that she was falling from a dazzlingly high tower into the deep, furious sea beneath her. It understandably frightened her terribly as she had indeed got a wet face in real life as well. She groped for her nose while she wondered how these drops had arrived there. It was an even bigger shock to her when she found out where she actually was. A nasty pain throbbed in the thigh where the sedation dart had hit her. She rubbed over it briefly and softly raised herself, still drowsy because of the sleeping drug. Next to her, Bobbie was having a nap. Raff slept across at her feat and Wingz and the Cowboy were dozing in their lowered seats up front. While she beheld this peaceful scene, she got up from the little mattress on which she had been accommodated and sneaked at the side door like a cat, cautious not to stir Raff’s feet. The handle turned without a single squeak after which the door slid backwards on its rails. Christine wasn’t particularly happy when she noticed that they had apparently brought her to the middle of a vast forest. But when she saw the open Maserati, she became a little bit more optimistic again. In a flash she grabbed its keys from a shelf in the van and jumped behind the wheel of the sports car. With a big roar, the Maserati’s eight cylinders came to life. The tyres screeched while sand and dust flew off in a wide arc from the rubber in a perfect semi-circle. Christine was a master with the handbrake and she would certainly have perplexed Raff about what he still didn’t know about his, not so new anymore, little car. 

The sudden wave of coldness from the opened side door had already brought The Four into a much lighter sleep. But the eight thousand revs of the five litre V-8 in combination with the rain of dust made them jump out of their skin. Raff’s beloved Maserati was driving off!    

“Wow! Look at her go!”, Wingz exclaimed in pure admiration. Yet he cursed because they had left the Münch in an old garage box in the village. It had seemed better the previous night not to let the Cowboy drive after their second hamburger restaurant adventure. Fortunately he was sufficiently quick off the mark to immediately put his seat straight again, start the van and drive after the Maserati. The Mercedes Vito was twice as heavy and only a quarter as powerful as Raff’s majestic supercar. But Wingz nevertheless made a noteworthy attempt to imitate Christine’s superb one hundred and eighty degree turn. So noteworthy that Raff had to cling to the still opened side-door’s hinges by his fingernails in order not to be swirled out of the back of the van. Flat out they went, after her.    

The Superintendent swore aloud. This just couldn’t be happening! How was it possible that the carefully planned operation he had set up had been betrayed? He considered himself lucky to have ordered Vermel and Peacock to block the entry road. He instructed the pilot to go after The Four.

Constable First Class Peacock was very angry. That was not so unusual as such. But this time he was really angry. He hadn’t come to grips yet with the fact that his sweet little Volkswagen minibus had exploded into a thousand pieces. He then also had to be cramped in this ridiculous little loony car, together with that terribly nasty Inspector Vermel. The Inspector was up in arms because the case against The Four had been taken out of his hands. But Constable First Class Peacock was above all angry because they had shaken him out of his bed in the middle of the night to come here, in this godforsaken wood, to guard a stupid dirt road in the bleeding cold. He wasn’t happy at all about that! Although making a fuss about it wouldn’t make any difference now; even Peacock understood that. 

They arrived at a long, straight stretch. Everything was completely deserted. Peacock put the little car crosswise on the road and Inspector Vermel determined to his satisfaction that even in spite of the limited size of the Isetta, it would still be impossible to pass along their blockade. The game was on.

The forest bathed in an omnipresent and imposing tranquillity. Apart from an early bird or two, not the slightest bit of sound could be heard. The trees stood tall and immobile in the clearing fog. 

At once, the ground started trembling and then shaking. Inspector Vermel peered along the long, straight forest road. A big, brown dust cloud came thundering towards the Isetta. The Inspector hadn’t imagined that the game would already be on so quickly. Neither had Constable First Class Peacock because he was still dozing in the little car. Vermel stood next to the Isetta and held tight. He grabbled through the open side window to the button of the blue flashing light to turn it on. A faint, blue glow danced happily about. With his left hand he firmly got hold of the megaphone and with his right he took his Magnum big calibre. He would defend the authority of the law with honour and he would not be scared off by anything. 

That’s to say, by almost anything. That dust cloud was coming straight at them very fast indeed. He had become used to a thing or two about Raff and his bloody Maserati. Nevertheless his left hand began to shiver and he was startled by his body’s refusal to follow his mind’s determination. Apparently his body had already taken the money and made a run for it. The Maserati was going incredibly fast. Insanely fast!

“Stop, in the name of the law!”, Inspector Vermel yelled through the megaphone.

It was effectively yelling and not his usual shouting. Sweat of fear pearled from under his hat along his cheeks and his eyes were wide open, fixed on the steel monster that was coming at him like a bat out of hell. That Maserati-monster went astronomically fast! Much too fast!!! It seemed to become impossible that the sports car would still be able to stop before it would crash into the little Isetta. Unless the person behind the wheel would throw out an anchor like an inimitable James Bond. But the anchor wasn’t thrown out.

Inspector Vermel had to make a decision. And quickly too. Either dive in the mossy ditch next to the road, or end up as squashed dogfood. His body didn’t have to think this over anymore and had already jumped in the mud before his mind had come to a conclusion. 

Constable First Class Peacock had just shambled out of his beauty sleep. Whatever a beauty sleep meant on the pitiful little bench of that bloody bowler. He got up, slowly, and his lazy, dark eyes without white had just arrived at the side window to take a peep. But when he discovered which kind of roar had woken him up, his lookers shot open so wide that his eyeballs almost seemed to leave their sockets.   

“Wham!!!”

How ever incredible, the Maserati had managed to whisk past the Isetta. Although in the process it had hit the rear side of the poor tin can so hard with its nose that the little car spun around its axis like a top against at least five hundred revs a minute.

So much for the police barrier. The Superintendent swore even louder. Those two fruitcakes had blown it again! Oh… they just wait… There still had to be a job as lavatorial manager or something available in the police headquarters. Those two miserable banana-republic proletarians would most certainly fit the requirements! He ordered the pilot to go after the van and to force it to stop. The helicopter veered to the left and dived until it nearly hit the trees. Two very tough coppers loaded their machineguns in the back and braced themselves in the opened side doors in order to unleash their heavy load of ammunition on the van right underneath them.

“As soon as you get the chance, you will shoot that van to pieces!”, the Super decisively shouted. It had been centuries ago that he had asserted himself, but that wasn’t noticeable at all. Like a general he sent his troops to their target and he would finally settle with The Four. He would show that idiot Vermel who was effectively in charge around here. And especially why.  

The poor Isetta was still spinning fast around its axis when The Four whizzed at the little car. The Maserati had still had a few inches of clearance, but this certainly wasn’t the case for the fat Mercedes Vito.

“Boang!!!”

Wingz had tried to tack the Mercedes at breakneck speed past the whirling bowler car as well as he could. With the consequence that it was now spinning round in the opposite direction. When it eventually came to a stop a minute later, Peacock fell with his feeble head out of the side window, adorning the dirt road with a half-digested chocolate-spread sanny.  

The rows of threes became thinner and not much longer after that the last bit of cover had disappeared for The Four. The helicopter dived so low that it nearly hit the van.

“Damn!”, Wingz yelled, “Those coppers won’t give up!”

The Cowboy tried to get a good view of the situation but quickly withdrew his head again from the opened side window when he saw the barrel of a machinegun turn in his direction.

“This is going to be nasty, Wingz!”

“I’m beginning to wonder how we’re ever going to get rid of them in this daft countryside. Would you perhaps have another one of those brilliant plans of yours?”

Wingz was startled himself by his own words. He thoroughly hated these wonderful plans of the Cowboy that always ended up in the most terrific cock-up. It almost made him long for a desk job at the Treasurer’s Office. But at this moment any idea would be more than welcome. Even if it came from the Cowboy. But to Wingz and Raff’s fear the Cowboy remained as still as a mouse in his seat, staring at the distance in front of him. He was thinking hard, even very hard. But not a single idea would come up. 

Suddenly the side door blew open. Bobbie had decided to take the initiative and fiercely crawled on the roof. Wingz watched him with such an open mouth that he nearly missed a turn and only managed to keep the Mercedes on the road with a powerful swing. 

“Shit!!! Bobbie!!!”

Much to his relief he didn’t see Bobbie roll over the ground in his rear view mirror. He had got hold of the helicopter’s landing gear and now dangled in the thin air, snorting and shouting.

“Take over the wheel, Cowboy, I have to do something before we run into a terrible accident!”

The Cowboy swiftly grabbed the with grey leather covered steering wheel while Wingz also opened his door and climbed up via the rails on the roof. Fortunately the attention of the two heavily-armed special agents in the helicopter was distracted by that skinny little man that was swaying and swearing at the other side.

“Bang!”

The agents had seriously underestimated that little bloke and one of them had to pay for that mistake with an unpleasant kick of a gigantic New-Wave iron in his left eye.

“Damn…!!! You bloody piece of scum!!!”

“Get out of the way, idiot, I will put him down!”

The second policeman untied himself from his harness and shuffled to his colleague at the right side who was rolling about of the pain at his swollen eye. He pushed the butt of his gun firmly against his shoulder and levelled at Bobbie who was still hanging on the landing gear. Bobbie furiously looked back at him. The little lad wasn’t impressed at all and it made the second agent gulp for a moment. The policeman reached for the trigger and waited for a moment that the helicopter would hover still enough so he could pull it.

“You’re going to die, you miserable brat!”

He didn’t notice that Wingz had in the mean time climbed into the helicopter from the other side. It was therefore a terrible shock when Wingz grabbed him hard by the collar and threw him out of the door with a big sway of his arms. After an odd, parabolic flight he landed quite spectacularly in a willow bush. The bush wasn’t happy about that either.  

Wingz pulled his boiling friend aboard. Bobbie was absolutely furious.

“Bwaaaaaaaa!”, he shouted. “Bwaaaawaaaaaa aaaarrrrrgghhh!!!”

It was a deafening roar that in all of its hoarseness surpassed the noise of the rotor. His eyes spewed out fire, soda and nitrogen acid at the same time. And his mouth spit as well. With utter horror the Superintendent and the pilot had observed what had happened behind them. When that raging little boy then turned in their direction, they were totally stunned. The sight of an unleashed Bobbie was so frightening that they didn’t doubt for a second. They rather preferred to jump out of the helicopter themselves than to go on the confrontation with that skinny monster. Agent number one was thinking along the same lines. He couldn’t really take a second blow of those darn shoes right now. All three of them tumbled a couple of yards down and met rather violently with the ground. 

Wingz and Bobbie installed themselves in the two pilot seats up front. Wingz could handle about anything with a wheel and swiftly turned the helicopter’s nose in the direction of the Maserati, which had already fled much further away. He put full throttle and dived until he barely skimmed the ground in order to gain as much speed as possible.

“Take the stick, Bobbie!”, Wingz shouted when they flew over the sports car.

“Whaaaaa!”

That meant as much as “yes”. For Wingz it was the signal to make another daredevil stunt. He also jumped out of the helicopter and fell about eight foot lower in the Maserati’s passenger’s seat. But if he thought that Christine would be intimidated by that stupid teenage boy tour de force, he was seriously mistaking.

“Slap!”

It was the very first time that Wingz had got a beating from a girl. Now he found himself in a situation where he actually had to return the blow, his hands felt like melted butter. How for God’s sake was he supposed to give this divine creature a smack on the face? On top of that he feared to run into serious trouble with the Cowboy.

“Slap!”

Again she had smacked him on the face with all the power of her right hand. Wingz woke up from his sedation but continued to stare at her like a cow ad a dead dog. It irritated Christine even more. She would give that blown up pile of muscles a good trashing and he would remember that she was a girl to be reckoned with. She meant business. It therefore irritated her beyond reason that that pathetic Schwarzenegger kept staring at her in total apathy. She didn’t want to be treated in a different way just because she happened to be of the opposite sex. It made her even more furious than she already was. She clenched her fists and gathered all of her body’s strength to give that grizzly a beating that would make him cry for his mummy. Her arm swayed through the air but this time Wingz was quick enough off the mark to see it coming. With his big grabs he caught the blow and seized her arm tightly. But not too tightly in order not to hurt her. 

“Damn, you bastard! Let go of me!”, she cried out.

Blinding lightning bolts were flashing out of her turquoise eyes.

“A women you dare to take on, don’t you, you piece of gorilla!”

“Huh?”

“And too stupid to talk too, I suppose? Walking steroid cocktail! You better watch it, boy, or I’ll beat you up so badly that they’ll have to feed you porridge with spoon for months and you’ll squeal every time you sit on your behind!”

“But I don’t want to hurt you at all! On the contrary!”, Wingz tried to calm her down.

“Oh, get lost, mummy’s heading for the rhubarb! You’re nothing but trouble and I will take care of you for good! Take this!”

She briefly let go of the wheel and lashed out with her left arm. The blow didn’t really hit home and Wingz took it without turning a hair. 

“Will you please stop playing the spoiled brat? Who is actually the pain in the neck around here? We didn’t drove off with your car, have we?”

Christine totally lost it.

“What??? Now you’re blaming me! How is it possible? You have refurbished that restaurant – excuse me, with the aid of Vermel and Peacock. You have come up with this ridiculous plan to let Vermel crash onto that scum. You break into that restaurant so subtly that the Royal Met Office registered an earthquake and then I’m the pain in the neck? Do you actually know what you’re doing? No, of course not! For you this is all just a prank! Joyfully zooming about on the roads with your fancy sports car or motorbike and when you get the chance knock over a punk or two. Great! What a life! Sorry, mate, but there are people in this world who are having real problems and I will not let them get bigger because of a bunch of spoiled idiots, even if it’s the last thing I do!”  

Her head resembled to a volcano that was about to erupt. Just one more minute and she would blow up. But after her outburst, Wingz held his own as far as this was concerned and he lost total self control.

“Smack!”

A red print of the flat of his hand suddenly burnt on Christine’s cheek. Her mouth fell open in astonishment and revulsion, as if she all at once did want to call on her feminine status to disapprove of any violence used against her. Her jaw dropped and nearly motionless she looked daggers at Wingz. He didn’t care and in turn lashed out at her. 

“Now you’re going to listen to me, lady! The Cowboy has been looking for you for the past two years! He loves you and he has done everything he could to find you back and to destroy the scum that has kidnapped you right in front of his eyes. So please bear a little respect if you can!”

Christine hit the brakes hard and with a lot of noise the Maserati came to a halt. She forgot to push the clutch, which made the engine stall with a shock. Wingz judged that the biggest danger had passed away as far as she was concerned and cautiously let go of her arm. Christine pulled it back quickly and rubbed a bit with her left hand over the painful spot where Wingz had grabbed her. In the mean time she kept staring at him. But her look had changed. It was no longer the scorching fire. Something dramatic shimmered in her eyes. She started trembling a little and lowered her head. Wingz looked back at her as comforting as he could and smiled slightly.  

The Superintendent was lying in a big pile of mud. His uniform was stained all over and the two-foot brush under his nose almost seemed to have been concreted. He already knew that he wasn’t in the pink of health anymore. But now it felt like he had become thirty years older in one single blow. Right away they would come to put him in a wheelchair and to feed him with a straw. What a fiasco! What a fin de carrière! The Four… gone. Without even mentioning the General’s new helicopter!

In the mean time, Bobbie was still happily flapping above the scene. He quite enjoyed it and had already tried all the buttons within his reach. 

 “Woooooo!!!”

That was really great! Much better than the merry-go-round on the annual funfair! Totally thrilled he waved at Wingz who smiled back at him from below. This was by far the best toy he’d ever had. At the drop of a hat he had totally forgotten about all these mopeds he’d already worn out over the past years. As well as his tricycle that was stored in the back of the van. This was really neat! He therefore felt incredibly sorry that Wingz made the signal to come down again. But all things must come to an end, also the good ones. Hence he pushed the control stick forward in order to descend. He still knew that from Combat Simulator, his favourite computer game. That he had never managed to end one single mission successfully was only a minor detail. The nose of the helicopter dived straight down until the descent became almost vertical.

The Superintendent saw with a lot of regret how the helicopter flew at the ground in a straight line. His ticker started to get difficulties. No... The drama was already bad enough as it was! Not the helicopter…!!!

“Kaboom!!!”

With a gigantic explosion the helicopter crashed into the ground and the rumble was noticeable for miles in the surroundings. A tidal wave of sand splashed out in all directions around the crater that was caused by the crash. For quite a while dust kept falling down in the whole area in a shower of dark-brown waves. 

A minute or so later everything had become quiet again and a deathlike hush fell over the dark meadow. The only sound that still disturbed the silence was a monotonous rrrrr… rrrrr… rrrrr… of the skewed turning tail rotor on the pansily straight up standing tail column. The cockpit looked like a squashed clot of paper.

“Screeeeeeeech…”

The side door was pushed open softly. A happy little hand grabbed the contorted landing gear and a skinny body heaved itself out of the cabin. There Bobbie was, totally elated. What a nice little ride! He wanted to go for another one!

“Good landing, Bobbie!”, Wingz complimented him with his flying skills.

The Superintendent didn’t quite share this opinion. His heart began to behave a bit funny because of the stress overdose he had gone through. It didn’t want to take any more part in this and it threw in the towel. The Super swooned and hoped that this move would make the dark clouds that were hanging over his head go away again. But that was a very optimistic thought. The new General would certainly not let this pass unpunished. He was still rather young, as if he had only just graduated from the Military Academy, and he was the sort of ass-kisser who would get his way by going over corpses. Since the word “corpse” came awfully close to describe the state of the Superintendent, the General wouldn’t hesitate for a second to have him removed to a nut-house for this flopped operation. The Super could do very well without that shame and therefore dying wasn’t as bad an option. He kept being passed out and decided not to get up anymore. After a long struggle, his career had finally come at an end.    
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Christine was sitting motionless behind the wheel of the Maserati. Various contradicting emotions welled up in her mind and completely disturbed her otherwise orderly thoughts. She didn’t hear that the van stopped behind her and that the Cowboy and Raff stepped out. She didn’t know whether she would dare to look the Cowboy in the face. The sudden declaration of love, which had been passed on to her through Wingz, stirred up feelings deep inside of her of which she believed that she had banned them forever out of her existence. Quick steps ground in her direction through the pebbles. Her heart was thumping in her throat. She had very much preferred to disappear like a raindrop in a withered desert. As if she had become a block of granite, she kept a stiff upper lip, staring into the distance and too frightened to greet the person who had arrived next to her.  

“Hello…”, the Cowboy uttered with some difficulty.

He still remembered very well which words he had wanted to say to her two years ago in order to draw her attention on him. Every time when he’d had that frightening nightmare he was reminded of them. He could even spell these sentences backwards if he had to. But now this moment of truth had come, be it with a slight delay, his head felt totally empty. The speech centre of his brain was completely out of pitch and “hello” was momentarily the only word that would still spring to mind. Hence, it had to serve its purpose.  

Wingz believed it would be wise to disappear for a moment and stepped out of the car, indicating to the Cowboy that he could better take the passenger’s seat. The Cowboy gladly accepted the offer and slid into the champagne-coloured Momo-leather sports seat, next to Christine. Wingz made a sign to Bobbie and Raff, who was also coming to his beloved Maserati, that they could better give the new couple some privacy. Together they went back to the Mercedes.

Christine hadn’t moved a hair and the Cowboy didn’t really feel comfortable. Also he was staring in front of him, not knowing what to say or do. Suddenly he felt that she was shivering a bit. A tear rolled from her left cheek and here eyes closed of powerlessness. How much the Cowboy would have loved to put his arm around her to comfort her. But he didn’t dare out of fear to drive her away. 

“Are you allright?”, he tried. It wasn’t quite original and even came out a bit silly. But this was as far as his imagination would reach at the moment.

She softly nodded.

For the Cowboy this was a victory. How much he had dreamt of her in the past, worshipped her and cherished the hope that she would one day be his, he had always remained realistic enough to realise that the chances were very slim that his dreams would one day become reality. But now he had provoked a reaction from her for the first time. It was a sign that he did exist in her world. He felt so excited about it and it gave him courage. 

“I wanted… that things had turned out differently. I wanted that back then I could have saved you out of the claws of that horrible vermin. Oh… there are so many things that I would have preferred, but I can’t change them anymore, no matter how hard I try.”

His voice was merely a sigh, full of suppressed sorrow and regret. She nodded again. Her mouth made a twitch of understanding. He thought it looked very cute on her and it even made him smile a little.

“Wingz told me that you have been looking for me.”

The Cowboy was surprised and blissful at the same time. She had spoken to him. Her face didn’t look angry anymore at all, like it had looked the previous night in that restaurant. Then here eyes could have killed someone. Now she had the most vulnerable and yet oh so kind glance that it surpassed even his wildest dreams. Even tough she was still not looking at him.  

“Yes. I’ve tried to run after you but they beat me down when I arrived outside. And afterwards I’ve gone straight to the police, but they’ve never made the slightest attempt to take action. No matter how hard I insisted.”

“That’s… very kind of you. Thanks.”

Not only had she just spoken to him, she had also called him “kind”! He gathered all of his strength.

“Allright, so here it is. I just… Well, I don’t know how to say this right…”

“Don’t be afraid, I won’t bite your head off, you know?”

He laughed nervously.

“The thing is…”

“Yes?”

“The thing is that I was in love with you. There you have it. And actually I still am. I just had to do something, didn’t I? The past two years all of my thoughts, all of my actions have only been devoted to you. The whole purpose of my whole existence has become you. That’s why I started with The Four and I consider myself to be the luckiest man on earth to have such wonderful friends who have always supported me on my quest. You can’t imagine what heavy load falls off my shoulders now that I know that you are alive and doing well.” 

Also the Cowboy dropped a tear of emotion. The Cowboy’s speech hit Christine right in the middle of her soul. All of this time she had firmly believed that not a single person had ever seriously cared about her. Not her mother, not her friends, not even to mention the boys. She had always exploited her ravishing looks to have other people crawl for her out of revenge; strongly convinced that no one had ever truly been interested in her as a person. Apparently she had been wrong about one boy.

“Do you realise that those are the nicest words that anyone has ever said to me?”

The Cowboy couldn’t contain his emotions any longer. He burst out in tears. All that had happened over the past two years, all the courage he had ever shown, all the horrible thoughts that had haunted his mind for so long; it had become too much for him. At last he could let it all go. And he knew that he didn’t have to be ashamed to bear his soul to her. On the contrary. Christine was beyond words of happiness to have found a person with a heart. A heart of which it was now proven that it would never carry anyone else’s name but hers. She embraced him and rubbed over his shorthaired head in order to comfort him.

At once a jerking laugh mixed with the Cowboy’s tears. It was strange to be drawn between two totally opposite feelings, but they were uncontrollable. 

“Why do you have to laugh?”, she asked; smiling because she could also use a bit of cheer.

Then the Cowboy really burst out in laughter. 

“Shall I tell you something… Back then I have been practicing for weeks in front of the mirror what I would say to you the moment I got the chance. Really true. For weeks! And now that I finally have the chance, I’ve completely forgotten it!”

She feasted her eyes on him, so infinitely pleased that he was so honest and… cute. No one had ever made such a clumsy confession to her and she was totally amused by it. 

“Really? Are you serious?”  

“There you see what an effect you have on me!”

And before she got the chance to say anything back, he added:

“But never in my life have I said anything that came so straight out of my heart. I truly love you, Christine.”

Christine was moved beyond words. Her head turned a bit hesitating in his direction and also he felt the sudden magnetic attraction that built up strongly between them. Before they both realised it, their lips touched each other in a soft and most tender kiss. Tinglings spread over their entire bodies up to their little toes. Their arms closed automatically into the most loving embrace.

Raff had to wipe away a tear while he watched the scene from a distance. Also Wingz, the man who was as hard as nails, had great difficulties not to let his emotions take control over him.  
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Christine and the Cowboy were sitting in the back of the van in a silent, heartfelt hug. Words had become obsolete because of the warmth their love radiated towards each other. Wingz steered the Mercedes with a solid hand far away from all police danger, while he peeped every now and then at the enchanting couple through his rear view mirror. Raff and Bobbie were following in the Maserati.

In his dream, the Cowboy’s thoughts went back two years again, to the day that he had seen those punks tear up Christine’s dress on that square behind The Grammar. Later on that same evening he had been sitting with his two friends in the local tavern, reflecting on the occurrences. It was what one would call a very ordinary pub and it listened to the name “The Baron”. As usual after school the premises were totally packed with students. Especially since the space was quite narrow and half of its limited width was already taken by the bar. The other half was filled with dark-brown tables and corresponding, poorly crafted chairs from the same material. Above the bar there was a large, wooden shelf that was filled with a huge diversity of beer glasses, which glittered in the glow of the little halogen lights. Dozens of bottles were waiting for consumption in large fridges with illumined glass windows that were standing against the wall behind the bar. The common hubbub of a crammed pub resounded loudly through the smoky room. It wasn’t the cosiest of taverns and it was also not really situated in the cosiest of neighbourhoods. But the beer was cheap and the youngsters weren’t all that picky.

The Cowboy and Raff had installed themselves at the second table from the entrance, while Wingz was getting the drinks. The Cowboy was devastated. The powerlessness became too much for him and he wanted to take control of things. The bank notes were still whirling in front of his eyes, but unreachably far away. He realised that if they would have to wait for the police to go and find Christine, it would be a dead duck. Therefore he believed that they should rather try to undertake something themselves. Then again, he wondered what they could ever do with just the three of them against that whole gang of riffraff.  

Wingz wormed his way through the crowd with three fresh pints of draught ale, and took place next to his friends.

“Here, drink this. It will cheer you up a bit.”

“Thanks, mate, but I doubt whether it will work.”

“Look at it from the bright side. In any case we’re sure now that this gang is in it up to their necks. At least that is something?”

The Cowboy had to admit that Wingz was right. 

“True. The only problem is that we haven’t got a clue yet where to start. I would love to know their hideout to tear it up side down. If we’re going to have to wait for the police, we could just as well play the fiddle on the Titanic.”

“Please, don’t talk to me about the police! I could almost explain to my parents that I’d received a big fine for pimping my moped. The fuzz apparently does have plenty of time to care about such futilities.”

“Are you serious? Did they put you on the rollers then?”, Raff interfered.

“Oh, if it had been only that! Those two clowns of coppers, they were a lot worse!”

“Go on, Wingz, you’re making me curious”, the Cowboy asked.

“Allright. So one of them had an exploded curly head and he was apparently the boss. The other one had these eyes, you know, the brown ones without any white around them, that can stare at you like a phantom.”

The Cowboy felt an enormous déjà-vu feeling coming up.   

“Now, as I said, Mister Frizzy was normally in charge. But in fact you wouldn’t be able to tell.”

“What do you mean?”, Raff, who was not yet acquainted with the two creatures, asked. 

“My moped was only just put on the rollers, when these two idiots started to make an argument about how the speed measuring device had to be operated!”

“Well I’ll be…!”, Raff cried out in amusement, “And what then?”

“You know…”

Wingz had to seriously pull himself together in order not to burst out in laughter before he had finished his story.

“… then the weirdo with the strange eyes slapped his boss in the face! Imagine that! Whahahahaaa!”

“No...!”

“Before you knew it, those two nutters were rolling over the ground, beating the living hell out of each other! Mister Eyeballs pulled his boss by the curls and in turn the boss bit the other one in the ankles! Whahahaaa! So I just drove off… Hahahahaaaa!!!”

The last bit came out in a big belly laugh. Raff’s jaw dropped of pure amazement and the Cowboy nearly went overboard. He could already imagine it happening. Wingz pulled a few faces to illustrate the facial expressions of the two coppers. He wasn’t as brilliant at grimacing as Raff, the unquestionable master of this discipline, but he nevertheless very well succeeded to let the others nearly fall off their chairs of laughter. The three friends concluded the anecdote with a wholehearted high-five and a fat swig of beer.

“So I suggest that we teach that scum a lesson”, the Cowboy decisively said.

“Hear, hear!”, Raff raised the spirits even more, “I’ll drink to that! Cheers!”

“You can also count on me, Cowboy!”, Wingz joined in.

The Cowboy was touched by so much comradery. 

“That’s settled then. We go for it. We’ll make it clear to that pile of dung-beetles that kidnapping Christine was a big mistake.”  

The Cowboy raised his glass again to clink with his loyal companions. 

Suddenly a big scream sounded in the back of the pub. It wasn’t a very feminine one and the falsetto seemed quite familiar to the boys. It was Bobbie. Up till then, they had never taken a lot of notice to the lad. He was always sitting nicely up front and paid very well attention during class. He was also neatly dressed and he was considered the favourite of all teachers. After all, he was so well-behaved. But now he was having a go at his third pint and it was getting a bit too much for him.

“Whaaaa!!!”   

Another scream. The whole tavern was looking at the table where Bobbie was sitting. The Cowboy felt that they had the responsibility to look after him since they were sitting in the same class. Together with Wingz and Raff he wriggled through the crowd to the table where Bobbie was now pitifully nodding. With the three of them they lifted Bobbie between their shoulders and carried him to the exit, while all the pub-goers where staring at them in total disapproval. Such a little boy drinking a pint! He had it coming! 

Outside, the street was completely deserted and in the mean time night had fallen. It was cold and the three comrades hoped that the fresh air would do Bobbie good. 

“Weeeey!”, Bobbie said.

That already sounded a bit calmer.

“Bobbie, can you hear me?”, the Cowboy asked in doubt.

No reaction. It looked like Bobbie was gradually falling asleep. Perhaps they just had to let him sleep it off. That’s what Wingz suggested out of his own experience anyway. Bobbie’s skinny body became ever more flabby. It had all appearance that he was dozing off into a very deep sleep. He calmly exhaled through his half-opened mouth and sighed deeply. That boy was a total goner.

“Whaaaaaaaaaa!!!” 

Off he went. Bobbie sprang up like a lightning bolt in front of the shocked threesome. The little bloke jerked and danced around like crazy. One would believe that someone had connected three hundred thousand Volt to his toes. A Cossack was nothing compared to it. His legs flew up and down as if the ground was boiling.

“Whoooaaaaaa!!!”

Off he went again. But no more dancing this time. He jumped on the first moped he could get his hands on, coincidentally Wingz’, and furiously kicked it in motion. 

“Brrrrroooooo!!!”, the moped did under all of that violence. It shot off its stand and off he went completely. The tyres smoked and like a cannonball Bobbie took off. Wingz was happily surprised to see what a fabulous speed his just pimped fifty cc could do. That would give the average police car something to groan about. Bobbie’s spiky hair was blown stiff backwards because of the enormous velocity by which he raced straight ahead. His shirt flapped wildly about. Straight on he went, and still straight on. Suddenly Wingz wasn’t as pleased anymore. Bobbie shot right at the local bank office and he didn’t gave the impression that he was going to stop.

“Whaaaaaaa!!!”, Bobbie shouted.

“Kaboom!!!”, the cash machine said when Bobbie smashed straight through it.

Again the air was filled with notes. Yet, this time it weren’t dozens but thousands of them. Millions of Pounds were forming a jolly coloured carpet on the street. The word astonishment was no longer adequate to describe the feelings of the three friends. 

A loud siren squeaked in the dark. For a minute or so the three were stunned and could only stare at the scene with their jaws nearly hitting the ground. Bobbie was lying knock out on top of Wingz’ accordionised moped. The whole lot was covered in a blanket of coloured notes.

The siren persisted, but still nobody showed up. Even though the money that lay there for grabs was doing its best to attract the attention. The punks had made a sport out of kicking cars in the middle of the night in order to have the disgruntled owners rush outside in a panic to shut the bloody alarm up. Much to the annoyance of the whole neighbourhood. Now that yet again a siren was going off, nobody bothered to come out anymore because they didn’t want to give the punks their bit of fun anymore. 

The three mates awoke from their first amazement and smelled their opportunity. They threw all of their school books on the street and filled their satchels with cash until they were about to burst. Bobbie was still lying wiped out on a pile of one hundred-notes. They decided that they couldn’t leave the little lad like that and Wingz pulled him onto his strong shoulders. 

Like ghosts they disappeared into the dark night. There was no way back anymore. The Four were officially born.

21

A long, black super-stretch limo with black, blinded windows and even blacker V-shaped antenna on the black trunk, cut through the streets. Two dark-red flags waved majestically on the chromed front bumper. Four big golden stars were embroidered on them. The limo was both at the front and at the back accompanied by no less than four military policemen on heavy motorbikes, dressed in black leather and wearing a striking orange helmet. The limo was further on followed by a whole parade of military vehicles in camouflage outfit. Blue flashing lights coloured the streets and all traffic respectfully yielded for the approaching column. 

In the back of the limo there was a man who calibre-wise would be a very good match for Wingz. Not a micro-ounce of fat stuck to the tall posture of his steel body. He wore a spick ‘n span camouflage vest with rolled up sleeves, which revealed the muscles like ropes on his arms. His torso was tightly enclosed by a broad dark-green belt. Golden wings decorated the left of his chest to indicate his ability as a pilot, whereas the silver wings logo of the Special Forces had been attached on his right side. The same four golden stars as those on the flags of the limo were repeated on his shoulders. Also the sleeves of the man were covered in badges and brevets, the most predominant of which was a dark-blue diamond with a golden Greek letter on it. This was the symbol of the Polytechnic Academy where the army was raising civil engineers. The man’s hair had been millimetred, as a true soldier befitted, and a bordeaux-red beret with golden commando-wings trimmed his pate. As cold as ice, the man nearly took the whole width of the generous rear seat. 

With a lot of rumble the whole column came to a halt in front of the police headquarters’ entrance. The military policemen spread out in a protecting perimeter around their esteemed guest. One of them stepped off his bike and opened the limo’s rear door. A black boot, so thoroughly polished that one needed sunglasses to look at it, stoutly hit the pavement’s border, after which the man raised himself out of the luxurious car. High he towered above his environment. He calmly turned his head from left to right in order to carefully examine the neighbourhood from behind his dark glasses. The man radiated an immense authority, further enhanced by the leather-covered staff which he sturdily held under his right arm. There was no room for doubt here. This was a very high guest.

Swiftly the man ran up the three steps leading to the front door of the police headquarters and he didn’t give anyone the opportunity to open it for him. His suite moved in behind him. He passed the reception without paying the least bit of attention to the sports-loving copper behind the desk, who had dropped his newspaper in a state of shock and clumsily jumped into attention. The man climbed the granite stairs in a quick march to the first floor, still followed by his large company. The racket in the entrance hall had awoken Inspector Vermel from his afternoon nap rather uneasily. Even though he had become self-appointed commander in chief after the Superintendent’s unfortunate but mandatory accommodation in The Sunshine Fellowship Institute, he had a suspicion that bad weather was approaching. He swallowed. He just knew he had made a mistake by already confiscating the Super’s office. No, the sound of heavy, swelling footsteps was not a good sign at all. And when the door was thrown open in a way that made it nearly flew out of its hinges, the Inspector fell backwards of utter surprise. There, Inspector Vermel was seated, eye in eye with the General. And this was certainly not going to be a friendly chat. The way by which the General had forced an entrance into his new office had already clearly indicated that he hadn’t come down from Brookden for tea and biscuits. This was going to be a very heavy storm indeed.

The imposing General stood at ease in front of Vermel’s desk. The Inspector jumped into attention and saluted very nervously. He hoped that the General hadn’t noticed that he was accidentally saluting with his left hand instead of the usual right. After all he was startled by the General’s brutal entrance into his office. The General had noticed it. It didn’t improve his mood at all. He swayed his staff aside, signalling to one of the military policemen that he had to take it. The policeman obeyed immediately. Then the General quietly started to take off his gloves. He threw his right hand containing the gloves also aside and again the policeman hurried to take them. 

The General sat down, casually, on one of the two chairs in front of the desk. He leaned backwards a bit and crossed his legs in such a way that his shining, yet heavily used footwear almost touched the piece of furniture. He let the Inspector sweat for a minute of two and then indicated that also he was allowed to sit down. Inspector Vermel gladly accepted the invitation.

The General kept looking the Inspector straight in the eyes, without even blinking. Big, kidney-shaped pools of sweat appeared under the frightened Inspector’s armpits. 

A strange man, purposefully inconspicuous, suddenly entered the office. He wore a long, black-leather vest, buttoned up above a dark pair of trousers. His head was ornamented with a black leather hat above a dark pair of sunglasses. The man could have passed for a re-styled version of Herr Flick, even though he didn’t limp in the least. He was far from as tall as the General and a bit of lank, brown hair appeared from under his hat. But he gave the impression that he could immediately cut your throat with the butcher’s knife that was undoubtedly hidden under his coat. This man really gave Inspector Vermel the shivers. The hair jumped straight on his arms and his breath caught. Not a whole bottle of cheap whiskey could have calmed Vermel down. The scary man carried exactly the same file under his arm as the one the Superintendent had been looking at a bit angrily in the presence of the Inspector, not so long ago. The file was nicely put in front of the General’s nose, after which the obscure creep stepped backwards in order to give the General the space to investigate it. 

The General put himself straight again and laid his hands on the dossier. Agonisingly slow he untied the little string that held the shabby pieces of cardboard together and opened the file. The same beautiful, downward graph was still adorning on top:

“Number of Cars in Fleet”

With the only difference that the fat, red line this time ended up even a bit lower compared to the Y-axis. There it accidentally coincided with the zero mark. The General seemed to put on an approving smirk and nodded as if he was going to hand out congratulations. Upon that he turned the page and passionately started to study the latest incident reports with service vehicles. Somewhere on top of the pile of paperwork, he found a report that appeared to be of more interest to him than the rest. This specific report didn’t actually concern a car. It concerned a brand new Bolkow helicopter. A picture had been stapled to it, which showed the helicopter while it was sticking straight into the ground with its imploded cabin. The crumpled tail rose rather ailing in the air as if it were a white flag. It was obviously a very artistic picture. Tops! And especially the way by which some stupid ignoramus had crashed it into the ground showed even more class. With the same, approving nod the General turned the report over and pushed the photo in the direction of a teeth-chattering Vermel. 

“That’s some serious shite, isn’t it Vermel?”, the General grumbled with his rough baritone. He turned to the Gestapo-figure behind him.

“Get the other one, Quellstein.”

“Immediately, sir.”

The horrible man in black vanished with sneaky passes through the door. It somewhat relieved the Inspector to be at least released from the horror-gaze that Herr Flick threw at him from behind his black sunglasses. The General again ostentatiously leaned backwards and folded his hands with his fingertips against each other before his chest. In the mean time he kept staring at the Inspector. He was clearly not finished here. It was already past five ‘o clock in the afternoon and Inspector Vermel was now quite convinced that he wouldn’t be allowed to go home yet. Not for a long time to come. This could become a very late night indeed.

A few minutes later the black man returned, driving Peacock in front of him like loose cattle. 

“Ahaaa, Constable First Class Peacock!”, the General happily exclaimed with the necessary emphasis on the contradictory long title, “Take a chair and join us. We were just having a cosy little get-together!”

Peacock obeyed without question. This was very exceptional for him, but he had immediately understood that there was no mocking with this General. The looks alone of that powerful soldier had tamed him in the blink of an eye. He now nicely sat by the Inspector with his knees clamped against each other.

“It has come to my attention that things aren’t going in a way that one could call smooth.”, the General started, “Even worse, this department has the dubious honour of lagging behind by a mile compared to the rest of the country as far as criminality is concerned. And this stands in great contrast with the exceptionally high expenses that these local headquarters are causing. I was hoping that either of you could give me some sort of explanation.”

Inspector Vermel and Constable First Class Peacock looked at each other a bit puzzled. What on Earth did they have to do with that question? 

“Err… How exactly do you mean, sir?”, the Inspector asked as politely as possible.

“Do you mean that things aren’t clear enough to you, Vermel?”

“Well, err... I don’t quite understand where you’re heading at, sir.”

“So you don’t understand.”

“Well… No, sir.”

“Shall I explain a little better then?”

“If you’d be so kind, sir…”

“Of course, Vermel, take this!!!”

With a well-aimed sweep the file with its entire content smashed against the Inspector’s head. The hundreds of pages whirled in all directions and ended up all across the desk and the floor. 

“Now do you get it?”

Peacock was thinking. It was a very difficult exercise but his life depended on it. He had to do something or things would look pretty badly for him as well?

“Highly-esteemed General, sir?”

“Yes, Peacock? Would you perhaps have anything to say?”

“Sir General, sir, I only wanted to say that I have absolutely nothing to do with this. I’m just a simple subordinate and have only obeyed the orders from that incapable Inspector, sir!”

Inspector Vermel turned purple and lashed out.

“What??? And you dare to say that here, just like that? You, the biggest nitwit of Nitwit University! It’s because of your stupid stubbornness that all goes pear-shaped around here!”

“Ohhhh!!! Me… a nitwit??? I’ll bloody...!!!”

Before the eyes of the General the two actually started a round of swearing at each other. If they hadn’t been as intimidated by the General and his company there would certainly have followed a blow or two. 

“Enough!!!”, the General roared. His voice was so powerful that it made the wineglasses in the cupboard at the back tremble like reads. Vermel and Peacock were stunned and immediately ceased their verbal, yet violent dispute.

“Do you think that I’m stupid or what???”

The General’s mighty voice rumbled on. Vermel and Peacock both shook their head in order to indicate that they totally disagreed with that statement.   

“Nowhere in the country the crime rate is as high as here. Nowhere in the country there are so many complaints about street violence, reckless driving, public drunkenness, possession of drugs and… I quote... the ploughing up of a garden with a service vehicle!!!”

The General abundantly cited from a bunch of other papers which he had received from the man in black.

“And what has the police done? Look around you to what’s lying on the floor! That’s the result of years of incompetence and mocking about!”

Vermel and Peacock humbly bowed their heads. 

“This has lasted for long enough! I will personally clean up this mess and muck out this entire department. Law and order will be restored again! I declare the military siege of the entire neighbourhood!”

He made a signal to the man in black.

“Quellstein, I will confiscate this office to make it my personal headquarters. You will install yourself in the office nextdoors and the other rooms are reserved for the members of my staff.”

Vermel and Peacock were still sitting like frozen with slanted knees on their chairs, but the General seemed to have totally lost his interest in the two. He gave a large number of orders to his company, which immediately started to execute them. The man in black, who the General had referred to as “Quellstein”, coordinated the whole operation. He ran across the corridor and the offices to hand out instructions. Big changes had set in motion. Computers were brought in and installed. Cables were laid through the corridor like fat ropes. An anthracite pilot’s helmet with yellow-black tiger stripes on the visor’s protection leaf, was placed on the cherry-wooden desk like a hunting trophy. 

The Inspector thought that they had got off pretty fast and cheap. Apparently the General had recognised that after all he wasn’t the main responsible for this cock up. It gave him renewed courage.

“Err… My General, sir?”

“Mmmm... yes, Vermel?”

“Can I please ask you, sir, where I may install my new office then?”, the Inspector asked as sweet as honey-soaked Turkish delight. 

“Of course you can, Vermel”, the General replied, unexpectedly polite. 

“Quellstein?”

The man in black jumped into the office again.

“You called, General?”

“Yes I did. Could you be to kind as to show these two gentlemen to their new offices?”

“Ah, of course General. The new offices.”

The two men almost seemed to blink at each other. Inspector Vermel had understood that he would not become an honourable member of the General’s staff after all. This was looking pretty bad.”  

“Come!”, Quellstein commanded.

Vermel and Peacock obediently followed him down the stairs, along the reception to the inner court. There, they arrived at the same old, rotten shed where Inspector Vermel had met for the first time with the little Isetta, now deceased. 

“There you can make yourselves comfortable. Have fun!”

Quellstein didn’t pay a second more attention at the two than absolutely necessary and hastily walked back to the main building to continue the works for the new mobile headquarters.
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Night had fallen. It had been a lovely day and the steaming heat left by the late summer sun was till shimmering in the salty dusk. Naturally it was pleasant lingering on the cosy terrace of the small castle-restaurant where The Four were celebrating Christine’s return. Various delicacies were ordered and the wine was flowing in abundance. It was a casual Wednesday and therefore the restaurant was not very crowded. But the table where the Cowboy & co were sitting, radiated so much cheer and happiness that it more than compensated for the half-emptiness in the other corners of the terrace. With a lot of conviction Raff had initiated the dirty half-hour with a round up of jokes from his smutty storybook. He spiced them up with such hilarious grimaces that the other four had to throw the towel in the ring with tears of laughter. Their laughing muscles were so severely put to the test that their bellies ached.  

The brand new couple was sitting centrally at the table and it even surprised Raff and Wingz that the Cowboy was claiming the main part of the funny conversations. They hadn’t seen their loyal friend so cheerful in ages. It gave them a good feeling and the night was dedicated to the new pair. Christine’s history had completely vanished into the background and clearly the Cowboy didn’t want to know anymore what exactly had happened to her over the past two years. It had been incredibly painful, beyond doubt, and he didn’t need to know al the horrible details. He took it as read that a great injustice had been done to Christine and that certain heads would roll for it. 

The dessert had passed and the waiter was just getting a little pousse-café on the house, when the Cowboy wanted to talk business again. The whole affair with the helicopter and the return of Christine had drawn their attention away from their original target: the punk gang.

“Say, Raff, have you actually found anything special in all those papers you’ve taken from that hamburger joint?”

“No, not at all. Except… one minor detail.”

The Cowboy and Wingz were all ears. They didn’t notice how Christine was all of a sudden turning a little red.

“Well…”, Raff continued, “as we know this gang is involved in a whole lot of indecent stuff. But until now we have never been able to link them to another organisation, let alone an instigator or client.”

“Doesn’t that sound highly unlikely?”, the Cowboy intervened, “I can hardly imagine that that drunken lot could bring anything to a good end without there being some kind of brain behind them?”

“There still is the fatty with the red beard?”, Wingz tried. 

“Yes”, the Cowboy replied, “but also he appears to me quite incapable to put an organisation together in such a refined manner.”

“So there must be someone else involved?”, Wingz asked reasonably convinced.

Wingz instinctively looked in Christine’s direction. She had to be in it up to her neck or at least know a lot more about it. Christine managed to camouflage her swelling emotions and pretended to be thinking just as hard as all the rest. She wasn’t born yesterday and knew that she had to step on her toes because of her dubious role. It was difficult for Wingz to openly ask her for an explanation because the situation was – due to the tender love between her and the Cowboy – quite delicate.    

Christine felt the threat coming from Wingz’ expression and tried to improvise an escape route that would draw the attention away from her. Fortunately for her the waiter brought temporarily relief when he brought the small, icy glasses of Limoncello. This gesture from the chef was highly appreciated and they all brought a toast, thankful for so much kindness. Raff continued his story and the danger had gone away for a moment as far as Christine was concerned.

“Thus... what did we find?”, he cried out in triumph.

The Cowboy signalled to Raff to speak a little quieter, but listened very carefully to what was about to follow. 

“Every first day of the month, a large amount of cash disappears to Brookden. To a dodgy business & loan bank, to be precise.” 

Christine suddenly started to feel ill. The past few minutes she had nearly gone through a death agony because in a certain absurd way she had been cooperating with that gang. But when Raff spoke that last sentence, her face jumped from pale as a sheet to fire-red and even a hint of purple. It looked like steam could spout out of her ears any minute. Her mouth evolved from stiffly pinched tight to an exuberant “O”, a form which her eyes started to illustrate as well.

“Look”, Raff went on while he took a small spreadsheet out of his bag, “every time the same bank account. And look at those amounts! Here five thousand three hundred and ninety-six Pounds; but look here: thirteen thousand seven hundred and thirty-seven Pounds, and there more than twenty-three thousand quid!”

And does it say to whom this money is destined?”, the Cowboy asked.

“No, unfortunately it is an anonymous account number. Difficult to trace. And more than likely the money will have been shipped from there to one or the other off-shore bank.” 

Christine blew her fuse.

“Ohhh!!! The bloody bastard!!!”

At once all the eyes were pointed at her. Also those of the other restaurant visitors. Because of her acute loss of self-control she had become in one blow the focus of all attention; something she had thus far tried to avoid at all cost. Her cheeks pulled a shy blush and in shame she hid her mouth behind her napkin. The other guests fortunately returned to their meals, still quite displeased about the ordinary language used at the table with those five youngsters. Here and there one could here the remark about “the youth of these days…”, but luckily it didn’t go any further.

Yet, she was having an additional problem. Four pairs of eyes kept staring at her in amazement and curiosity. Even though one of those pairs didn’t look all that serious. Especially Wingz hadn’t forgotten about her lashing out when he had tried to bring her and the Maserati to a stop. But Christine didn’t care at all anymore. She inadvertently had to think back at the night when everything had become different. The details she had suppressed from her thoughts since long; it had already been horrendous enough. The injustice done to her was indeed as painful as the Cowboy had feared and her femininity had been heavily desecrated. She had been left for dead in a muddy ditch, supercooled, humiliated and depraved from all strength of life. There “The Man” had found her. By chance. He had taken pity on her and brought her back to the living. He had been kind to her. 

But the large sums of money that Raff had just mentioned in combination with a bank account number in Brookden, had brought up questions which she had never before dared or wanted to ask. Only now she realised fully that “The Man” had managed to find her very much by chance. In a desolate forest, miles away from the inhabited world, in the middle of the night and on a spot where no man had passed for years. Not to mention the deal. How could she still ignore those details?  

“So… They have…”, the Cowboy tried to put a question together.

“Raped, yes. Three of them, while a fourth one was standing guard. What I still remember is that afterwards they have thrown me in the trunk of a car and left me for dead in a ditch. I cried and tried to lift myself out of the brook but my body felt like stone. It was so terribly cold and the stars were twinkling high above the trees. They were shining at me in such a friendly way and I felt peaceful, as if I had consented to pass away.” 

The Four were listening with their mouths open of astonishment. Except for the Cowboy. He had already given up after the word “raped” and was now staring lifelessly ahead of him, clenching his fists so hard that his nails marked his palms with painful, little red lines.

“It looked like ever more stars were appearing in the sky. And they came closer, ever closer as if they were coming to rescue me. It was so beautiful… I heard how they were calling my name and all the pain and cold had gone. I wanted to go with them.”

Christine started to cry.

“And then… I saw this dark shadow bending over me and covering the stars. I remember that I floated and then everything became black.”

She interrupted her story to pour in half a glass of water and cleared her throat for what was about to follow.
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Christine opened her eyes. Everything was white. The stars had vanished and so had the shadow. Vague white forms stood out against the white background. A fan was turning above her head like a big wheel. A wheel with broad spokes. The fan blew cool air on her face and it made her feel a little better. Apart from the soft whirr she heard a little trickle every now and then. She carefully turned her head to the left and detected a long, metal support with a Baxter that was dangling from a hook on top of it. Its plastic tube curled down and disappeared under the blanket. She clenched her left fist and felt the painful tension of the needle sticking in the back of her hand. 

She closed her eyes again and tried to call her last memories to mind. She saw the party again. The swarming crowd of youngsters who were dancing and greeting her. The music was loud and largely dominated the sharp bustle of hundreds of shouting voices. A wide variety of bright spotlights let their colour flow over the dancing party in turn. In the middle Christine was turning round on the heavy beat of a timeless eighties-song and her blue-flowered dress made the most gracious waves. She smiled. It was a lovely evening and she shined under the little sparkles that the glitterballs were scattering. This was her night. She was the most popular pupil of the sixth grade and as such she received the respect that she deserved. Many a boy cluttered around her, competing for her favours. But with the same compassionate smile she declined them all. And she didn’t like it at all that a certain boy had been so obtrusive as to put his hand in her side and to almost unnoticeably let it slip towards her bum. That boy had immediately blown it with her. Without even losing one millimetre of her smile she looked that boy straight in the eyes with such a delicate nuance, that he immediately removed his hand again. Nobody had noticed her anger for so much impertinence, but she was certain that that boy would never try that again with a girl. He had clearly seen it in her eyes. She was not amused by this kind of brief, superficial love. More was needed in order to please her. Even though she had to admit to herself that it caressed her ego to know that she could have this sort of effect on boys. 

There, a bit further on, there was this shy boy by the bar. She had spotted right away that also he couldn’t keep his eyes from her and again she internally smiled. Yet, she quite liked him. Even though she had never openly shown it. There were so many suitors that she first wanted to be sure of her case before she would allow anyone to enter the protecting perimeter she had built around herself. But the boy looked quite nice. He was obviously a bit timid and the freckles on his face were awfully cute. Above all, she instinctively felt that the feelings this boy cherished for her went deeper than the puppy love she was surrounded with. She already knew him for a while. Not personally, but every day he was standing by the side of the road when she rode home from school. His gaze was always fixed upon her and every time she had been flattered by all this attention. And things weren’t any different now. She just felt that he wanted to move on her by offering her a drink and she quite fancied to accept this unspoken offer. She therefore danced inconspicuously closer. Ever closer. She felt the boy’s excitement and evidently saw that he was clearing his throat to undoubtedly pronounce the clumsiest – and yet sweetest – greeting to her. Just a few more passes and they would get to know each other. And after that it would most certainly become a very romantic night. She whirled around. She absolutely wanted to avoid him noticing that he had won her fullest attention. It was a kind of game and she thoroughly enjoyed it. She secretly glared at him from the corners of her eyes and saw his shy, desiring look. He adored her and she knew it deep inside of her. He wanted to give her his heart and she would accept it with her protecting hands. But first she was going to take delight in his incredibly clumsy way of addressing her. He had probably already practiced on it for weeks. But once confronted with her all these hours of practice would have been in vain. That she found very cute too. It would make him even more irresistible to her. 

She had come very close now. She wanted to wait just another second and then all of a sudden look him straight in the eyes, overwhelming him with her attention. Just one final turn to the left and then she would end up in front of his surprised eyes.

But her dreamy thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a foul scent of sweat; a stink formed by a combination of rotten beer and cigarettes. Even before she had the chance to cast a disapproving look in the direction the smell came from, multiple hands grabbed her by the waist, neck and breasts. She wanted to beat these filthy grippers off her body and opened her mouth in order to scream. But her cry for help was muffled by a bloated claw and the deafening music. The more she moved, the more the arms clamped her body. She was ruthlessly dragged in the direction of the exit. Her eyes begged for help, but nobody looked. Only the wide-open and nearly hysterically frightened eyes of that boy were staring at her. It was a fraction of a second. A fraction that seemed to last a lifetime. She saw how he tried to go after her. He harshly pushed the elated youngsters aside and this wasn’t very much appreciated. Not understanding, he was pushed back and he didn’t manage to get through the mass. Further and further she was removed from him. Then she was outside and everything became dark and cold. Everything bathed in an icy blue glow. The inviting orange light that gleamed from the opened door of the disco became an ever-smaller rectangle. Further and further away until there was only a little dot left. In that dot, she could still see a flash of that nice boy. He got a smack on the back of his head and fell down. Now she was all alone. 

With brutal force she was taken to an abandoned alley while she tried in vain to release herself from the bench-vices that seized her. The man holding her upper body didn’t shrink from touching those parts of her she had only reserved for the man of her dreams. He smelled awfully. The stink was mainly spread by a disgusting stub of cigar that stuck out of the hairball on his greasy head. Her legs were each held tight by an other ghastly creature, but there wasn’t enough light to see them clearly. Number four, who had beaten down her chosen prince, came running along, squealing and shouting. Even though she was physically outnumbered, she wouldn’t render herself lightly. Once more the right hand of the fat one with the beard touched her breasts, while he roared with laughter. His hand moved up… and up… until it was close enough for her to bite in it with all of her strength.

“Aaaarghhh!!! You bitch! I’ll have you for this!”, a furious basso cried out.

“You just wait! I haven’t even started!”, Christine thought and she wanted to take advantage of the surprise by giving him another hard gnaw.

But then she suddenly felt something hard and cold against her right cheek. A long butcher’s knife slid down her throat and she immediately stiffened of fear.

“One more little trick like that and I’ll chop you into Spam, do you hear?”, the basso hissed.

She nodded and her breath caught. She realised that her dreams about love and prince charming were all in shatters.   

Under the black blanket of the night her clothes were ripped from her body. She squirmed and resisted with all the power that nature had given her. But it wasn’t enough to repel those four filthy men. Sweaty shadows stroked her. Tears ran in brooks from her cheeks. The sharpest of pains cut both through her body and soul and sucked out the air from her lungs. Her mouth silently cried. In that alley she lost her pride and dignity. In one blow she lost the last remains of her innocent childhood, from which she’d normally had to part in joy and in the course of the following years. From that moment on she would never be the same again.

In a shock she sat straight up in bed. The memory had caught her so harshly that she couldn’t accept the truth. She felt under the blankets, hoping that it had only been a nightmare. But a nagging pain between her legs and in her abdomen made her face reality. 

“O, vengeance!”, she cried under her breath. A flaming anger burnt wildly in her body and almost seemed to give her infinite strength. Again she clenched her fists. Even harder now and she didn’t feel the pain of the needle any longer. The stiff sheet was entangled between her fingers and was pulled from under her mattress by her sudden outburst. Her life would get a whole different purpose. And she didn’t bother about the consequences anymore.  She had always been an excellent student and could have graduated successfully from the Girl’s School in only a month. But from one moment to the other there was no more room in her head for school, friends or a good time at parties. Let alone her mother, whom she had profoundly loved deep inside, in spite of the difficulties caused by her drinking problem. With the patience of angels she had bared the incessant tempers and helplessness. But now her hard disk had been totally erased, as if during start-up there would only appear a blinking little cursor. Just one very small but extremely powerful programme had escaped the reformatting. Like a virus that was hidden and dormant, deep inside of her brain, but that had now been activated. A little programme with only one function: murder. It contained pictures (be it a little blurred, yet clear enough) of four individuals. And on any of those four heads appeared an illuminated cross of a gunsight. After which she cold-bloodedly pulled the trigger. All four owners of these heads would die. School or no school. Friends or no friends. Mother or no mother. All of her cunning and all of her strength would only serve this one purpose. And what would happen with her after that… was totally unimportant. Even if she had to kick the bucket herself when she’d cut the throat of the fourth monster, then so be it. 

Voices sounded in the corridor. She heard a man with a rather strange accent. A chubby nurse with her fair hair in a tight knot entered the room with behind her a slender man wearing a rectangular pair of designer-glasses on his flat nose. The nurse looked fiercely with her small, blue eyes. She had passed fifty years of age and undoubtedly longed for her retirement. When she saw Christine sitting upright in bed, she was all but content.

“What? You should lie down! Go on, before accidents happen!”   

Christine reluctantly obeyed the order of the Bavarian framer’s wife. She would save all of her strength for the moment she would really need it. On top of that there was this strange man. Hence she thought it would be wiser to wait a while before making a scene. She was curious about who that man was and what he came to do here. As a matter of fact, she first wanted to know what “here” meant. Obviously it was some kind of hospital. But where it actually was and how she had ended up there remained a mystery to her. And for the first time in her life she genuinely asked herself where her mother would be.

“Well, well, ma’am, you don’t have to like, shout you know. That girl’s been through a lot lately.” 

Christine frowned her eyebrows. That man stood up for her? She looked at his rectangular head with the half-curly black hair a little better and its shape seemed strangely familiar. It was a little bald at the top corners of his face, with unravelling points of hair at the sides. And then there were these teeth. Even if he did the best he could, closing his mouth nearly seemed impossible. Those teeth resembled dentures that would rather seem appropriate for a mule but had accidentally ended up in the man’s mouth. The big head was in fact carried by a torso that didn’t seem to have the same proportions at all. One could even wonder how such tiny shoulders and slim neck could ever carry that enormous head. But clearly it worked out, one way or the other.

The nurse angrily mumbled something, but nevertheless helped Christine into a better position by shaking up the pillows a bit.

“Thank you ma’am, that will be all for now.”

Much to Christine’s amazement, the grumpy woman obeyed instantly. Very carefully she studied the man’s looks but still couldn’t place him. She wondered what he’d have to say to her.

“And how are we feeling today? A little better I hope?”

“I’m allright, thanks.”

“That’s pretty amazing I’d say after all you’ve been through.”

“How do you know…”

“I found you, sugar. You were lying in that ditch in your birthday suit. I figured, that’s not normal. So I pulled you out and brought you here. Otherwise I don’t think you would have lived to tell it.”

Christine immediately remembered the shape of the shadow that had bent over her. That was where she had seen that man for the first time.

“Err… thanks for that.”

“You’re welcome, dear.”

“May I ask who you are?”

“Of course you may, honey. My name’s Hank. Yeah, just say Hank. That talks a lot easier, doesn’t it? And what may be your name, sweetheart?”

“Christine.”

She didn’t really know what to think of the man. At one side he had apparently saved her life. But on the other side there was something about him that she didn’t like at all. And it certainly was not his strange accent. She just felt that something was not right. However, she would certainly not ask about it. At least, not just yet. She would quietly consider the situation and particularly think about what she would do.

“Apparently they haven’t treated you very nice, have they? I’ve just spoken to the doctor and he told me that you’re lucky that no permanent damage was done.”

That was quite bold. The man clearly knew everything. And how could it be possible that doctors shot off their mouths against a total stranger; even though the man had saved her life? Her face took a defensive mask and she didn’t say a word. But apparently he didn’t mind that at all. 

“I see that you’re worrying. But that is not necessary at all. I mean you well, sugar, I really do.”

Those words couldn’t appease her at all, but he had already imagined that from the start. The shame that was welling up inside of her because her private business had been made public so bluntly, took over from her detachment. She could no longer keep her questions for herself.

“How come you know everything about me? I thought that doctors were bound to professional confidentiality?”

“Oh, pumpkin, you should be glad, you know. As a matter of fact, I can help you!”

“Help me? What do you mean?”

“Well, well, don’t play dummy with me, girlie. Have you been raped or not?”

Christine was stupefied. That was undoubtedly the most brutal question one had ever asked her and she didn’t know what to do with it.

“Err... yes.” 

“Then you have to be boiling with rage about those pieces of low-life who did this to you?”

“Of course.”

She began to get a little curious about where the man was getting at? He looked a little scrupulously in the direction of the door and suddenly started to talk remarkably quieter. Even whispering.

“And what do you think the police will do?”

“I’m convinced that they will throw the offenders behind bars for the rest of their lives!”

It was rather loud and the man put his finger on his lips in order to urge her to more silence. Before you knew it that fat nurse would come in again to tell him that Christine should not get excited so much. And he didn’t need any company right now.

“Oh, sugar, do you really think so?”

“That sugar and girlie stuff really started to annoy her. But she nodded in order to indicate that she still stood by her last statement.

“The police have just been here, you know? I’ve spoken to them. Quite obvious, isn’t it? After all they had to interrogate me.”

Christine nodded again as she could understand that. 

“Two pathetic cops have taken my statement, written it down on a piece of paper and that was it. Perpetrator unknown. Sad story. Nothing they could do about it.” 

“What??? But that is impossible???”

Christine jumped straight on the bed and the man had to once more explicitly indicate with his finger that she had to be quiet. Christine lowered herself on her pillow again but her disbelief had by far not disappeared from her face. The man took a piece of paper out of the breast pocket of his gleaming white shirt and folded it open for her. It was a copy of the police report that the coppers had made. Perpetrator unknown. She almost fainted and the piece of paper fell out of her hand towards the floor. The man could just intercept it before it would have fallen. But she put herself together again.

“And what about my testimony?”, she exclaimed, “I will tell them a thing or two about that lot and then I will most personally see to it that they will have to swallow the key to their cell and that it never comes out again, even if they got the race-shit!”

“What exactly are you going to tell the police?”

“What? The truth of course! What else?”

“So I suppose you’ve seen your assaulters very well then? Would you be able to recognise them?”

“Well… yes. Sort of?”

Christine’s determination overturned in tremendous fear when she started to realise that her position was not as strong as she had originally imagined.

“What do you believe the police will do in a case like this? You would probably not be able to identify the offenders during a line-up. And even if you could their attorney would certainly wipe the floor with your testimonial such that it will tear you apart. And then where do you stand?”

“She shrugged. This couldn’t be happening, could it? There still had to be justice somewhere? How she felt herself turning powerless. Perhaps the man had better not found her in the first place. Then at least she wouldn’t have had to go through the same humiliation twice.

“Such an investigation has no priority with the police, you know. They’re understaffed and not very motivated either. And even if they found the offenders, well, then they’ll be out on the streets after a month already. The prisons are chock-a-block. And for the Department of Justice an offender remains a victim of our society. You’d almost be compassionate about them!” 

Tears were running out of Christine’s eyes. She cried in silence. Deep inside of her the fire of anger still burnt, but without strength. This was where the man wanted to have her.

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

Again she shrugged a little gloomy. Her first thought when she woke up had been revenge. But now she did not want to repeat that again, at least not openly. She didn’t even have a clue how to take revenge anyway.

“I can help you. I really can.”

Christine raised her tear-strained eyes up at the man. She suddenly cherished that little sparkle of hope again, even though she didn’t dare to expect too much from the man yet. Hank distinctively looked another time in the direction of the door and lowered the volume of his voice even more.

“I know who did it, Christine.”

“What??? You know it and you don’t do anything? You don’t say anything to the police? Are you out of your mind???””

“Shhhhh! Not so loud! Listen to me. I just said that the men who assaulted you, even if the police caught them, would be out on the streets again in no time. Am I right or what?”

“No, perhaps not.”

“Well then. You want to teach those assholes a little lesson, don’t you? The kind of lesson they’d never forget for the rest or their lives, or not?

“Err yes. Quite.”

“You would want to hang them on the washing line by their willies while you cut off their crown jewels to put them on the barbecue, wouldn’t you?”

Christine nodded again. Even if his plea appeared slightly exaggerated and she didn’t have a clue where the man was getting at.

“I can give you that chance, Christine.” 

Her eyes shot wide open at once and fired wild flames about. It was a look you better avoided if she didn’t like you very much.

“And how exactly are you planning to do that?”

“Well, it will not happen exactly as I told you.”

That she had already figured out herself.

“But we can hit them in a different way too.”  

“Oh really? And how may that be?”

“You know that that scum is not operating on their own. There must be at least a couple of dozen of them. And they’re not behaving very nicely.”

Once more Christine nodded. Also she had already noticed for a long time how her neighbourhood was being spoiled by those punks.

“But what you probably don’t know is that they have a lot of money. They are involved in the drug-business, hold-ups and they are doing nasty things to ordinary people. And I know where all that money is!” 

Christine’s look became quite interested but still careful.

“How do you know all of this?”

“Let us say that I’ve been keeping an eye on their activities for a while now. But before you’re getting hysterical again, let me explain. That gang is led by a really fat man with a red beard. They call him ‘Tcherno’.”

Christine suddenly felt a sensation of disgust welling up. The ghost of that horrible man had been printed into her memory for eternity. It were most of all this man’s private parts she would have loved to throw on the barbecue. Hank immediately spotted what this description did to her and he held his breath for a moment. After a minute or so, he continued his story.

“In the mean time they already managed to rob a whole lot of money together. The police doesn’t know a thing and would in any case be too frightened to undertake anything against them. So they carry on without a care in the world. They want to gather enough cash in order to eventually do a runner, to Brazil or something.”

Christine started to get a taste for the story. Even though she still didn’t trust the bloke in the least. On the other hand, she didn’t have anything to lose and therefore she continued to listen very carefully to what he had to say.

“What would you think about taking the money and we making a run for it? Seventy percent for me, thirty for you. Now then? What do you say?”  

“Money? What do I care about money? I want to castrate them one by one with a razor blade!”

“Allright. Very nice for you. And what will you have achieved then?”

“That they can bloody apply for a job with the Wiener Sängerknapen!!! And they will never try to rape a women again in their life!”

“Perhaps not. But if eventually someone will be thrown in the slammer, who do you think that would be? Them or you?”

Christine doubted. 

“And by snatching their precious cash they will also be very angry, you know. It will blow them out of their skulls! And how could they ever go to the police? Their pennies are as black as an old kettle. Above all, you’d want to make them pay for their act. By cutting off their balls you will feel ok for a while. Okidoki. But by taking their money you will be on the gravy train for life. You have to think about your future.”

He had a point.

“Why would you do it? You tell me that you’ve been keeping an eye on that gang for such a long time. What would stop you from taking the money yourself? You don’t really need me for that?”

“Oh, but I do, girlie. (There was that girlie again) Those idiots know me in fact. I err… was with the State Police once. I was in charge of the investigation of that gang.”

“Were you really? So what happened?”

“Well, you could say that I got involved just a tiny bit too much in their affairs, do you understand? Easy money?”

“And for that the police thanked you for your services and threw you out.”

“You could put it like that indeed. Those punks set me up and I got the sack. Fired like a corrupt officer. Gave those dirty brats a hell of a laugh of course. Therefore I want to get even with them.”  

“What do you expect from me?”

“Nothing for the time being. You just have a nice little rest. Will do you good. Let’s just be patient until they’ve got so much cash and then… kapow! And we’re off. He laughs best who laughs last. Could you imagine a better way of revenge? Since you’re at least as motivated as I am, I believe I can trust you. I need a partner who can observe them unnoticed and can get a hold of the money while I distract their attention. That way they will also never suspect me when they eventually discover that their money is gone. It must be someone who hates that scum just as much as I do. Someone who’d be pleased to participate in my plan. That’s why I figured that you’d be interested. Well, what do you say? Yes or no? If you say no I will disappear and you’ll never ever hear from me again. If you say yes, well, then we’ll get to work very soon.” 

Christine was getting convinced. Those punks would indeed make a louder curse about the loss of the pennies, which allowed them this fabulous lifestyle and GTI cars, than about the loss of a few not so vital body-parts. All at once it felt terribly exciting that she would run off with their entire life savings behind their backs. She believed that she was entitled to a little luck after her awful youth. And yet she kept doubting if it was really that what she wanted. Would she not rather sit in prison in the knowledge that she had blown those punks to kingdom come, than to remain behind lonely on a pile of cash? Suddenly the man bent over her and whispered something in her ear. 

“And who says that, when the moment has come, you can not shoot the crap out of a couple of those filthy rascals? We will certainly vanish to a warm and distant land and no one will ever suspect you. Particularly when a few years have passed and not a soul will have remembered about the little incident you’ve had…”

Now Christine was totally stunned. The words convinced. She was a clever girl and she had known from the very beginning that she would have to be patient with her revenge. Not to rush into anything. To make those bastards believe that they had got away with it. Until the perfect moment would have come and then… she would strike mercilessly. She realised that she could better use a partner. Someone who also had a score to settle with those punks. She just wasn’t sure yet if that strange man would be the ideal partner for the job. 

“Who guarantees me that you can be trusted? Your little story sounds nice, but how will I know that you’re not deceiving me?”

“You won’t indeed. But when you get out of this hospital you should go and take a look at a nice hamburger joint. Here’s the address.”

The man took a wrinkled card out of his wallet and gave it to her.

“That restaurant is just a front. At the back you’ll find the headquarters of their operations. And... the money. You’d be amazed how much punk-activity you’ll find there.” 

“I’ll have to think about it”.

“You do that. First make sure that you’re back on your feet again and then I will contact you very soon. In the mean time stay low. I’ve had the doctor write you a sick-leave note for the next five months so no one will miss you anywhere.”

Christine nodded. She was staggered about all the things she had just heard. And perhaps even more so about her reaction to it. Did she really consider participating in that crazy idea? Or what was even worse, that she would not only steal the loot from those punks but that she would revert to murder as well? The man greeted her and walked back at the door.

“Fifty-fifty!”, Christine shouted at him.

Hank immediately turned round again.

“Ho, you just wait a minute! I’ve done all the thinking and research about this, you know! Without me you would still be dying in that ditch and never have heard about the money!”

“And without me you don’t have the slightest chance to get your hands on it. Besides, I will have to do all of your dirty work. It would be quite a situation when they would catch me by the bleeding corpse of that Tcherno while you’re not in miles around. I’m pretty certain that you will make sure that not a single trace will ever lead to you. Fifty-fifty and not a penny less!” 

Hank opened his mouth to say something back, but nothing came out. He didn’t have any argument against it either. That girl was a whole lot smarter than he actually needed. But he realised that he couldn’t do without her. Reluctantly he stretched out his right hand towards her in order to shake hands on the deal.

“Allright, you have it your way. Boy, I didn’t know that such a young woman would drive such a hard bargain!”

They shook hands and Christine surprisingly got a satisfied smile on her face. She still didn’t believe that one painful event could ever change her life so dramatically. From an exemplary girl who took care of her drunk mother she had just decided to become a heavy criminal. A murderess, be it with extenuating circumstances. Could she truly put those filthy bastards down who had humiliated her so much? It was a thought that wouldn’t let go of her anymore. Eventually she didn’t care anymore. She even began to enjoy that she was after murder. Yes, that surprised her most of all.
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The Mercedes Vito drove north. Further and further away from the neighbourhood that had always been so familiar to The Four. The landscape changed into a kind of sober countryside with orderly parcels of land which were occupied by brown and black spotted cows. The barbed wire had disappeared and had been replaced by long ditches that separated the different plots from each other. At the other side of this joyful scene uncountable identical houses in so-called “modern” style passed by. They strongly reminded of colourful boxes of bricks. Or barracks. In sharp contrast these alternated with those typical little baroque houses with rounded step-gables and paned windows. The combination of these two contrasts seemed to have evolved out of a sick mind who wanted to saddle up humanity with this ultimate horror out of revenge for a lost childhood. And yet old and modern mysteriously went together in some form of wicked harmony. At least as far as the opinion of some people was concerned. The Cowboy regarded the combination with revulsion. Just like he had been abhorred by the way some idiots tried to draw certain ancient cities into the “modern era.” As if that was absolutely necessary. He believed that too many people were convinced that salvation could only be achieved through change and that they underestimated the value of constant harmony and tradition. 

But the abrupt changes in the landscape were a welcome diversion during the long car drive. That was the least you could say. Eventually the fields were totally suppressed by concrete houses and commercial buildings. Traffic increased likewise. In the far distance tall glass towers appeared which were in sharp contrast with the old rows of houses in dark brick and gnawed off white window frames; houses which had long passed their years of glory. They drove to the centre of Brookden, to one of these strange towers which was supposed to radiate the power of the respective company over its submissive environment. It was one of these buildings which had undoubtedly made the architect very proud, but which would never stand the test of time. It was like an artificially beautiful, twenty-year old girl with silicon implants and a nose correction. In another twenty years time no plastic surgeon would be able to save her from irreversible decay. 

The Cowboy parked the van by the side of the road. He was fairly confident that they would be safe in the anonymity of the great city and that they could walk about without drawing attention to themselves. They passed the big revolving doors of the glass moloch. These led to an entrance hall which could be described in one word as megalomaniac. Businesspeople ran about across the green marble floor of the enormous space which was covered by a gigantic glass roof with steel frame. No less than six glass elevators went easy-going up and down. That was something Bobbie found highly interesting. His head slanted a bit and he reminded of a cat staring at an unreachable little bird. The elevators went up. Very much so. They almost appeared to be flying through the glass roof when they brought their users to the highest regions of the building. And then back down again to the ground floor.  

“Ping”, the elevator kindly said while its doors slid open silently.

Bobbie was on cloud seven! He wanted to study that from close by. Jolly he stepped to the revolving doors in order to enter the building. Until Christine’s hand grabbed him by the collar and directed him back in the direction of the pavement. The glass tower wasn’t their destination. That destination laid right next to it. It was an old, derelict house that was situated in the middle of a “development zone”. One day there would rise a glass tower from here as well and make short work of the original, rustic character of the city. The top windows along the façade were shattered and the lower ones were barricaded with big wooden plates in order to keep unwanted visitors out. Graffiti covered the whole house as high as arms could reach. The cobalt-blue front door was also seriously scratched and damaged, but it had two big locks in hardened steel. Christine took a bunch of keys out of her jeans’ right front pocket and opened both locks, upon which the door opened towards the inside. They entered a stuffy corridor where old and yellowed wallpaper had come off the walls in big panels. Everywhere there was dust and dirt.

“Watch out that you don’t accidentally step on a needle”, Christine warned with a whispering voice, “There are quite a few of them lying about here.”

To the left there was an open door leading to the former living room. Although there was not much living left in that ghastly place. In the withered light that fell in through the gaps between the wooden boards against the window, stood an old, brown sofa with broken seat from which two rusty springs stuck out. For the rest the stone floor was if possible even more covered in debris, lumps of chalk, pieces of wallpaper and plastic bags. They ran past it quickly and silently until they arrived by the rotten, dark staircase. Under the stairs they found the door to the cellar, also made out of brown-painted wood with a small rectangular window in yellow, frizzled glass. Chips were sticking out of the wood at all sides so they had to be careful not to hurt themselves. The door creaked a little when Christine opened it. Behind it they found a stone staircase that would undoubtedly lead to a dark and humid cave. It therefore surprised The Four that, when Christine pointed her torch downwards, they saw a brand new metal door at the lower end. Softly they shuffled down the stairs. It had all gone very easy until now. Perhaps a little too easy? Next to the door a small LED-light was burning in a plastic case. Christine held her key ring in front of the badge reader. The light immediately turned green and a dull click indicated that the door cold be opened. The room behind the door was not really a surprise. It was as black as a coal pit. 

The Four needed a little time to get used to the new light situation and they were very much on their guard. But Christine didn’t doubt for a second. She knew the room more than well enough and instinctively felt that the person they were looking for was present. 

That person already knew for a long time that Christine had arrived with her unwelcome guests. He hadn’t put the slightest obstacle in their way. To his great disappointment his most important pawn had turned her back at him. But he was a businessman. Pawns were expendable and easily replaceable. She didn’t know half what a mistake she had made!

“May I introduce you to Hank?”, Christine recited. Her voice sounded freezingly cool and all but pleasant. It could just as well have been one of these early speech computers. 

The eyes of The Four slowly started to get used to the darkness. They waved at the dark figure against the slightly less dark background. 

“Hello!”, the Cowboy said.

“Nice to meet you!”, the shadow replied, “This is a rather unexpected visit, isn’t it?”

“Not quite”, the Cowboy bounced the ball back, “I believe that we have a lot to discuss, don’t you think?”

“I haven’t got the faintest idea what you’re talking about! By the way, that’s not a very nice tone you take against me. I don’t think I like it.”

“Oh really? Well, you look here, Hank, I haven’t even started yet! It is also very impolite of you to welcome your guests in such a dark room and without showing your face. Shall I change that for you?”

To Hank’s horror the Cowboy suddenly waved a powerful Mag-Lite torch in his direction and the bright beam of light hit him hard in the face.

“Auch!!! Put that out!!! Jeeeeesus... put that out!!!’

But the Cowboy didn’t obey that order. He held the beam firm on Hank’s face and the latter desperately tried to avert the light with his hands and arms. He didn’t entirely succeed and flashes of a bumpy face behind designer glasses and the striking set of teeth suddenly became visible. Apart from the stylish frame he also wore a pair of night-vision goggles. Oops! Then the Mag-Lite really had to hurt!

Hank started to feel a little uncomfortable because his guest had been better prepared than he had originally imagined. He had to quickly improvise or accidents would happen. He threw off the infrared thing and fortunately his eyes found partial relief from the ghastly torch that was still pointed at him. Even though he was still blinded so much that he could not make out any shape, let alone keeping an eye on them. 

“For crying out loud, is it really necessary to scare the shit out of me?”

His voice had suddenly become significantly milder.

“Wait a minute, I’ll turn on the light.” 

The man grabbled at his desk where effectively an old lamp was standing on a copper foot, with a broad, dark-green lampshade. He pushed the switch that was dangling on a dirty old wire. At once the office was bathing in a cosy light. The room appeared to be totally empty, apart from the desk with armchair, two chairs in front of it and a large pinewood file cabinet. The walls were painted black and the basement window had been closed off with a piece of black metal. The most striking part of the office turned out to be a big Indian carpet that nearly filled up the entire floor. The Cowboy in return put out his torch.

“Allright like this?”, Hank asked.

“That’s a whole lot better”, the Cowboy replied.

Hank dropped his arms and his face became apparent to all. The monstrously large set of teeth inclusive. 

“Well then, what can I do for you?”, Hank asked on a very business-like tone.

Raff threw the gang’s paperwork, with the spreadsheet on top, in the middle of the desk with a very nice swing. The amounts of cash that had been deposited on the strange account number were precisely highlighted. Hank leaned a bit forward in order to take a closer look, gestured that he had never seen those papers in his entire life and stretched himself out in his armchair again, totally relaxed.

“What’s all this crap?”  

“Doesn’t that account number ring any bells?”, the Cowboy replied.

“Err, let’s have a look… well… no, never seen it in my entire life!”, Hank said, upon which he arrogantly crossed his legs and folded his arms in his neck. “Shame, because apparently it has quite a lot of money on it! Hahahaaa!”

Hank thought that he was incredibly funny.

“In that case, there must have been a very unfortunate misunderstanding”, the Cowboy apologised himself with an exaggerated theatrical voice, “Let’s go lads, we’re in the wrong place here. Let’s just bring these papers to the police so they can trace the origin and destination of all of this money. I’m sure they’ll find it very interesting literature.”

“What???”, Hank suddenly exclaimed in panic, “You can’t do that!”

“Oh? And why not?”

“Weren’t you on the run for the police or something?”

“They are”, Christine intervened, “but I’m not!”

The Cowboy offered the pile of papers to her with a generous bow upon which she accepted them with a giggle and courtly nod.

“Best regards! Toodeloo!”, she shouted while she walked back to the door again with another of those playful sways of her.

Hank was stupefied by such brutality. His jaw dropped so much that the lower end of his oversized mug nearly hit the desk.

“But Christine, you can’t do that!”, he lamented. 

He considered himself lucky that he still had that pistol in his lower drawer. That was actually plan A. His right hand slid down to it.

“And why can’t she do that?”, Wings dropped in. He bent over Hank in a very threatening way. It was obvious that Wingz had to have at least three times the circumference of Hank. Wingz had from the start kept an eye on that little right hand that was worming its way to the drawers under the desk. Hank swallowed a moment and then made the clever decision to leave his hands rest on top of the desk after all. Wingz erected himself again, content, so the muscled thunder cloud on top of Hank’s head drifted away again, for now. 

“Allright, allright, I admit it. That account is mine. Christine, I thought we had a deal?”

Christine, who was still standing with her back to Hank in the door opening, let off a bit of steam through her nose and turned round again.  

“Yes, we had a deal to take those punks’ precious money and run off with it. I was not aware that they were paying you for that as well?”

“But they’re not paying me at all! I’ll explain...”

“This is getting interesting”, the Cowboy said when he put himself close to Hank on the desk. Hank was now physically under threat from two sides and he was hard pressed. 

“Oh, but it’s a very long story, you know.”

“We have all the time in the world. Get on with it.”

“Now you must be thirsty. What would you say about a nice cool beer?”

Before The Five could object, Hank had already jumped to the pinewood cabinet and pulled the large bottom drawer open. To their amazement he took out two crates of ale, which he only barely managed to swing onto the desk. The Five didn’t know what to say.

“Well? What’s wrong with you? Don’t you trust me or something? Look, I’ll have one myself. Very nice ale, you know!”

Hank indeed took a bottle that Wingz had picked out at random, opened it and took a big swallow. 

“Aaaaaaahhh... that’s so nice!”

Even before Hank managed to wipe off his mouth in a very overacted way, Wingz had already snatched the bottle from his hand and poured it in in a single swallow.

“No problem, lads, it’s just water with a strange taste.”

“What do you mean? Water with a strange taste? This is first class beer! Special limited edition and extra heavy Bud Brown!”

Hank was desperately hoping that plan B, to give The Four an alcohol over-dose, would soon have its effect. He returned behind his desk and leaned back with another bottle in his hand. 

“Well I’ll be… “, he grunted while The Four were pouring in the two crates without a swoon, “That beer seller’s had me!”

“Allright”, the Cowboy continued, “that bank account is yours. And it looks like those punks are trusting you with all of their precious money. When I look at your ugly face, I’d say they do it out of charity. A quadruple ‘Live Aid’ or something, in order to pay for the plastic surgery. But this is a theory that sounds rather unconvincing, doesn’t it? So let’s have it. What is really going on between you and that gang?”  

“When I was laid off by the police, that gang didn’t want to continue doing business with me either.”

“You weren’t of any use to them anymore.”

“Exactly. You’re a clever boy, do you know that?”

“Save your compliments for later. So what happened then?”

“I offered them a deal. The kind you can never refuse, you see? They had gathered a lot of money with their dirty little business. The sort of money that can’t stand the light of day. So I offered them a creative solution. They would give everything to me and I would invest it for them in one or the other tax haven where their money would generate a considerable profit. I would get ten percent. Win-win I’d say.”

“But the ten percent wasn’t enough for you. And you wanted revenge because after all they had arranged that you’d be fired by the police.”

“How would you feel in my place? And I was taking all the risks, do you understand? They gave all of their money to me and there wasn’t a single trace of it in their own bookkeeping. They were as crisp as the bum of a newborn baby. Whereas the police could do me in for at least twenty years for fraud and laundering money. I didn’t fancy that at all. It just wouldn’t be fair, would it?”

“It’s what you call fair, isn’t it? And therefore you needed Christine?”

“She only had to nick the bookkeeping so I’d have something in my hands to make them sweat a little. That way at least I could get a fair share. I had the bloody right to it.” 

“Come on, man”, Wingz shouted impatiently in Hank’s right ear, “you’re not going to make me believe that you’d go through all that trouble with Christine just for a few pieces of paper, while you already have your hands on all of that money via your off-shore account?” 

“Indeed”, the Cowboy hissed in Hank’s left ear, “there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

Hank was starting to get really warm. His blazer was sticky with sweat. When also Bobbie and Raff bent over his desk to increase the pressure even more, he collapsed. His life was at stake.

“Ok, ok… It was a little more complicated than that. Tcherno also had a proxy on that bank account. I couldn’t get away with the money without his signature.”

“You bleeding bastard!”, Christine suddenly fell out, “And all of that time you’ve kept me on a string! I’ll…!!!”

Christine was going to hit Hank with all the power in her body, but Wingz held her back for a moment. They hadn’t heard all of it yet.

“So you couldn’t get your hands on the money like that”, the Cowboy continued, “and you were looking for a way in order to convince that Tcherno to collect the money from the bank and then take him by surprise, or…”

A silence fell over the room. All five of them were searching for another line of thought. It seemed highly unlikely that Tcherno would let go of that account. It was his life insurance, as it were. And even if he would, Hank still had Tcherno’s gang to deal with. Even with Christine by his side, this wouldn’t be easy.

“Or...”, the Cowboy repeated in deep thought. 

In the mean time Hank’s shirt was almost soaked and he had turned as pale as a ghost. He shivered as if he had a forty-five degree fever.

“Or… Tcherno had to vanish from the face of the Earth!”, Raff said all of a sudden.

Christine’s frenzy became almost irrepressible by these words because Raff had made her understand the situation completely. If Tcherno would kick the bucket, the account would entirely go to Hank. 

“You vicious, low-life, disgusting piece of shit! Perverted bastard!!! You didn’t need me to run off with the money. You only needed me to get Tcherno out of the way as soon as there would be enough money on that account! You just knew that I would do everything in my power to kill him as soon as I’d get the chance. And then I’d go to prison for the rest of my life while you’d be lying on your lazy ass on the Bahamas!!!” 

“Err…”, Hank still tried, “but, pumpkin, I needed someone who’d surely help me fooling that bunch of riffraff. I didn’t have any other choice, now did I? You have to understand this, right, honey? No hard feelings?”

These words demonstrated a total lack of knowledge of Christine’s lovely character.

“Oh, you bet I understand!!!”

Christine jumped at Hank and gave him a tremendous blow on the right ear. Her claws lashed out like a wild cat. His ear was decorated with three red stripes from which soon blood started to leak. And if the other four hadn’t restrained her with all of their force, Hank wouldn’t have lived to tell it. She was beyond herself with anger. She was a raging hurricane.

Under the rain of punches and scratches Hank began to worry that also plan B was doomed. Moreover because Christine had refused from the start to drink from the flat, slightly alcoholic beverage. She was by far the most dangerous person in the room that moment.

Over to plan C. Christine was involved in a lively discussion with the other four because she wanted to mop Hank up slightly more than the others deemed necessary. She mentioned a chainsaw or something. Hank made use of the confusion and with a supple tiger leap he jumped at the door, pushing Christine aside. He ran up the stairs. 

“Smif!!! Smiiiif!!! Where the hell are you??? Alaaaaarm!!!”

Much to everybody’s surprise a strange character appeared at the top of the stairs. A thick-set figure with more or less the same spiky hair as Bobbie. He wore a black leather jacket and shabby grey clothes above his black boots. It all contrasted sharply against the orange bathing cap on his head and the safety-pin through his left ear. On his back he wore a weed sprinkler with a hand pump sticking out by his right side. The sprinkler head he held firmly in his left hand. 

“’Ello!”, Smif very politely said while he kindly waved at the company downstairs.

In the mean time Hank had arrived at the top of the stairs and hid panting and heaving behind Smif’s broad back. The Five came running after him on the stairs. Except for Bobbie, because he hadn’t finished his seventeenth beer yet. 

“Quickly, Smif, do something!!!”, Hank shouted in panic.

“Okidoki”, Smif babbled, again very kindly. 

He started to pump the handle very hard with his right hand while he pointed the sprinkler’s head to the foursome that was rushing towards him. Christine ran up front and suddenly held back which made the others bump onto her. She expected the worst.

But nothing happened. Smif kept pumping and pumping. Sweat was pearling from his face. And still nothing happened.

“A moment’s patience, please!”, he said to his amazed opponents.

Smif turned the head towards him in order to study the problem and shook it hard. Still nothing came out. He pumped again and again and again.

“Come on, you bloody thing!!!”

He pumped even harder. Steam was almost blowing from under his bathing cap. Suddenly the valve at the back collapsed. A sharp jet of yellow liquid blew right in Hank’s face.

“Eurghhh… oops…”, Smif said.

The liquid hissed and evaporated on Hank’s head.

“Aaaaaargggghhllll!!!”

When Hank started to dry up a bit, the result of the ghastly scene became apparent. Hank’s hair was all at once standing straight up in all directions and had turned fluorescent purple.

“Hehe… new invention… instant foam-gel and colour shampoo in one!”, Smif babbled.

Raff immediately saw that the product had serious marketing capacities and was quite impressed.

“You stupid idiot!!!”, Hank roared, “Hurry, to your moped!!!”

“Okidoki!”

Smif made a quick greet to the foursome upon which he disappeared with Hank through the back door. When Christine and co ran after them through the door, Smif and Hank had already jumped on a moped and were shooting off.

“Damn!!!”, the Cowboy shouted in anger, “We’ve been had!”

In the mean time, Bobbie was still in the cellar, enjoying his twenty-eighth beer. Even if it were extra strong Bud Brown, the limited amount of alcohol started to penetrate Bobbie’s skinny body.

“Whaaaaaaaa!!!”

The other four, who were recovering on the pavement of an old street, stiffened and got cold shivers from the horrifying scream that had unexpectedly welled up from the dark cave. They had only just turned round to take a look when they saw a blood-thirsty Bobbie storming at them like a bunch of bolted elephants. They respectfully jumped aside to give him free passage. That was the safest option. Unfortunately for Bobbie he didn’t spot any moped in the vicinity. And he really wanted to… 

However, by the side of the road he spotted an old, rusty tricycle. Hurray! Like a true Lone Ranger, Bobbie jumped on the toy and started to kick the pedals in frenzy. The little tricycle made a hallucinating acceleration and like a spear Bobbie took off in the direction where Hank and Smif were disappearing at the horizon.
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Even blacker smoke than usual curled up from the point of the fat cigar that stuck out of the red beard of the punk boss like the canon of a battle ship. He had been organising a party in Brookden for a couple of days with his mates. The local organising committee didn’t amount to much in his opinion. He found that their help had been more than welcome in order to boost the animosity a bit. The damage wasn’t all that bad in the end. Just a small quarter of a million was the bill that the organising committee’s insurance company would have to cough up. They had even made national television with this and he felt very proud of that. There had been some considerable progress in their activities; a fact that was also underlined by their ever-growing amount of members. Yet he had another thing or two to discuss with the insurance company. It concerned the damage done to his desk. When he had returned with his men he had found it in a slightly bigger state of rubbish than usual. And the only guard was still dreaming under the service door. He would have to set a few things clear about sleeping during duty hours too. But worst of all, some things were missing. Small things, which wouldn’t noticeable change the appearance of the office. But nevertheless they were important. Very important even. The whole bookkeeping of their little enterprise. And that little piece of literature was even blacker than his cigar smoke and could compromise their entire organisation with all of its little satellites.  

However, there still wasn’t a man overboard. He had a serious suspicion who had been behind all of this. It put a greasy smirk on his face. Although it wasn’t immediately visible because of all that facial hair. But his black little crow eyes glittered slightly more than was normally the case. This was going to be easy and he would be having a lot of fun dealing with that arrogant whoreson from the capital. 

There was also another thing that made his eyes shine brighter than usual. His office, or what had to pass for it, was in fact cheered up by a remarkable appearance that heavily contrasted with its environment. Let alone the sort of people that usually frequented it. 

On the worn desk chair sat a representative of the feminine sex. And what kind of representative! Long, fake-blonde hair flanked her angel’s face. She had legs that seemed almost endless and hardly disappeared under her much too short skirt. Without even mentioning her most striking attributes: a bosom of at least size thirty-six double D! She was called Vanessa and someone had once promised her the title role in a movie. But something had gone wrong after the test shots and now she was very angry at the producer. 

“So... you are Vanessa, right?”, the red beard asked.

“Yes, I am sir.”

She crossed her bronzed legs and put her purse with golden chains on her knees. She sat a bit more up straight which made her most striking attributes almost lay on her purse and were therefore a little more accentuated.

“Nice, nice. Drink?”

“Oh, yes thanks!”

The red beard offered her a glass of cheap whiskey ‘on the rocks’. She sipped and immediately had to cough heavily. But still it had done her good.

“And you were going to act in a movie, you said?”

“Act? I was promised the title role, sir! I don’t accept just any part, you know. No, this was going to be a top production; Blonde Babes III!”

“Were you now? How exciting. But then you tell me that the movie was off?”

“Indeed sir. A very dirty trick! And that after trying so hard to do my best during the test shots. The producer had even told me that I had given a whopper of a performance and that he was going to take my career very far. He would even introduce me in Hollywood, sir!”

“Did he really?”

“Yes! Hollywood, sir. He said that I would become the absolute superstar of the Blonde Babes series and that there would certainly follow a part IV and V. With again me in the title role! And then the world would be at my feet!”

“Did he say that?”

“Yes, he said that sir. And when I then called him to ask when I was expected at the set, he said there was all at once some kind of problem. And in the background I heard someone laughing very loud. He even didn’t reply anymore when I asked him something, and they just kept laughing. Well, then it was all clear to me that the whole thing was off.”

“Oh dear, I feel so sorry for you. Here, have another sip, you can use it.”

“Thank you, sir.” 

Vanessa once more sipped on the full glass of whiskey and for the second time she burst out in a painful cough. But eventually also this time it did her good. 

“I take it that you’re quite angry at the producer then?”

“Angry? I could kill him! My whole career’s gone to pieces!”

While she said this, Vanessa started to whimper. The red beard took a crumpled hanky out of the pocket in his jacket and handed it to her. She thankfully accepted it and blew her nose with a lot of trumpeting.

“My dear girl, if I were to say that I could give you the opportunity to get back at him for what he did to you?”

“Really? Do you mean it? Or are you going to mock at me too?”

“Do I look like the sort of guy who’d mock at defenceless ladies?” 

That was a very stupid remark, given the man’s appearance. Without even mentioning his reputation. But Vanessa swallowed it surprisingly well and shook her lowered head in order to indicate that this could impossibly be the case.

“Well then, why all these worries?”

Vanessa raised her shoulders.

“Who knows, girl, that your career isn’t quite as lost as you believe it is? I even think that your career could take an unexpected and brilliant turn for the better!”

“Are you serious? I mean, I will get the title role again?”

“Even more than that! You’ll become a superstar and… you’ll even have to do very little for it too. Listen...” 
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Bobbie had done a runner. He’d got it into his head again and there was no stopping possible anymore. He had to and would get his hands on Hank and Smif. Even if it seemed highly unlikely that – even he – would be able to overtake the moped with a tricycle. But he did very much his best. The other four were still standing a bit taken aback on the pavement while they saw Bobbie disappear between the busy city traffic. Faintly they could still make out the hooting of perplexed drivers who were slalomed past by a kindergarten vehicle with a very unlikely driver. The lads didn’t have any other option than to return to the van in the hope that they would find Bobbie back one way or the other. Raff took place behind the wheel, as was mostly the case when they drove somewhere together. He enjoyed the feeling of a leather steering wheel between his fingers and to push the pedal hard to the floor. Vroom, vroom! The mighty sound of a heavy Italian sports car made him end up in a kind of ecstasy, time and time again. Perhaps it was a feeling that could equal the one he got from beautiful women. Although, one did not have to exaggerate of course. And then this kick you got from that astronomical acceleration; just divine. Regrettably, there was not much accelerating about the Vito, even though they had eventually – after a lot of pressure from Raff – opted for the V6 top-diesel. Wingz didn’t care for the world. For him there was no car astronomically fast enough and a car drive bored him quickly.

“And now, Cowboy, where do we go?”

The sound of Raff’s voice indicated that he didn’t cherish a lot of hope anymore. The Cowboy didn’t immediately reply but slowly turned his head in Raff’s direction and grinned. It was that grin which the others didn’t like to see because it meant that he had once more come up with something incredibly hallucinating. And this time his grin was very, very wide indeed. He almost burst out into laughter! But before the others had the chance to ask what he was up to, the Cowboy turned on the radio and waited. To everybody’s surprise, it didn’t take a minute before a special traffic notice was broadcasted:

“A tricycle has been observed on the A13 in the direction away from Brookden. Please keep to your left. Also on the A13 in the same direction a traffic incident has happened near milepost six. The motorway is totally obstructed and you have to take a detour via…”

“Thus, the A13 out of the capital and o, Raff, please use the alternative road, will you? Let’s go!”

Content and highly amused, the Cowboy lied back in his sports seat and put his black Front-242 cap loosely on his forehead. Wingz and Raff shook their heads in laughter and Raff immediately obeyed the order. With screeching tyres the Mercedes drove out of its parking spot in a southerly direction.  

Smif pulled everything out of his little Honda Camino that it had. And with someone on the backseat, that wasn’t a lot. He opened the throttle as much as he could in order to shake off any possible person in pursuit. A lot of drivers were stunned  when they saw the weird duo pass them by; one with an orange bathing cap and weed sprinkler, the other with fluorescent purple spiky hair. Those good drivers fortunately hadn’t noticed yet what was following behind. 

Smif and Hank just passed the thirty-mile sign and hoped that all danger would have gone by now. But when Hank looked back, he was horrified to see that this tricycle-tourist was not only still following them but was also closing in. And worst of all, behind the tricycle followed a sea of blue flashing lights. Hank nearly got a heart attack. This was going all wrong!

“Faster, Smif!!! Faster or we’re wormfood!!!”

“Err... rather busy traffic here. Rather difficult to go any faster.’

“You just do something! Anything! Do something!”

“Okidoki... err... Nwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!” 

Smif produced a kind of nasal sound that he regularly performed as a confirmation of his presence. It cut so hard through marrow and bone that all the drivers in front of him moved aside at once and gave them a clear passage on the right lane. But it didn’t make the little Honda move any faster. It was going to be a real fight to the finish. Miles shot past and the tricycle, as well as the blue flashing lights, all seemed to come closer. They had to get to the Southerly District as soon as possible and hope for a miracle.

High up the sky also a helicopter started to circle around. Bad news never came alone and Hank swore loudly between his clenched donkey-teeth. Fortunately the chopper only seemed to be interested in the tricycle behind them for now.

“Man on tricycle, stop your vehicle at once!!!”, a voice shouted out of the helicopter’s megaphone.  

Bobbie didn’t give a blink. His long legs turned round like possessed and pushed the little tricycle to breakneck speed. Bobbie wasn’t bothered by that long file of police cars behind him. Nor by the helicopter that was soaring just on top of him. No, his view was reduced to the narrowest form of tunnel vision and he only saw that little moped racing in front of him. He just had to get his hands on it. Inch by inch he crawled nearer. Just a little bit and he would blow those two clowns into the ditch. 

There was the border to the Southerly District. But Bobbie had got very close as well. He could almost smell the two rascals. Hank was starting to feel very nervous.

“Smif, he’s still behind us!!!”

“Err, just a moment.”

Smif started to frantically pump his sprinkler again.

“No! Not again!!!”, Hank screamed.

But this time Smif held the broken valve against the asphalt and it didn’t take long before another blob of the yellow substance spurted over the whole width of the motorway. That was something Bobbie hadn’t accounted for. The road surface got suddenly very sticky because of the instant gel with colour wash and the tricycle swept bluntly aside. Bobbie got catapulted over the crash barriers. With a tremendous smack the poor bloke crashed against the stem of a big oak tree.

“Craaaaaaaack!!!”

Upon which the stem broke at the bottom and slammed into the ground in a big rumble.

The police cars had to make an emergency stop. With a lot of noise they came to a standstill just before the now fluorescent purple pool on the road. A dozen cops immediately jumped out and cautiously shuffled in the direction of the terrible accident.

Bobbie was still stuck against the now horizontal stem and produced a few raw gargles. He had been through quite a few hangovers in his life, but this was undoubtedly going to be the biggest one of them all. The approaching coppers were astonished when they saw the skinny little man wobble straight up. Unbelievable! Normally that little fellow should have been puree! They couldn’t make head or tail of it and didn’t know what to do with him. Arrest him? Call an ambulance?

They were even more astonished when a mysterious grey van stopped on the hard shoulder. The side door slid open and a young lady, accompanied by gigantic man leapt out. They ran straight at the little guy.

“Halt! Where are you going?”, the Sergeant angrily shouted. He was a stout man of nearly fifty years of age, with short, combed-back hair and a grumpy face. He had a sturdy posture and he clearly radiated authority.  

“Are you in charge?”, the young lady boldly asked.

“I am indeed, ma’am. I’m Sergeant Brunkhirst. And who may you be?”

“I am Doctor Vanderbilt from the Saint-Prudence institute. That little man over there is an escaped patient of ours. We’ve come to collect him.”

“Ho, wait a minute! First of all that man has been racing on the motorway with a tricycle, caused a couple of accidents along the way and committed vandalism against that tree over there. That will be a serious fine, ma’am!”

“Whaaaaaaaa!”

Bobbie started to come round again and was very upset that his pursuit had come to nothing. He therefore channelled his anger on the policemen who were staring at him with open mouth. Foam was on his lips.

“Sergeant”, Christine said in a very business-like tone, “now you better listen to me. This is our most dangerous patient and he needs to be transferred to our institute again under our professional surveillance.”

Bobbie furiously glared at the coppers, who were getting a bit worried about a good outcome.

“Do you see what I mean?”, Christine went on, “Or should there be more accidents perhaps?”

The Sergeant, however, would not be fooled easily.

“Ma’am, it is my opinion that it would be better if we provided for a temporary arrangement at our police station as long as the procedure is running.

“Whaaaa!!! Whaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!”

Bobbie roared like a wild animal and it really startled the poor policeman. They strongly favoured a tactical retreat. None of them fancied to arrest Bobbie in the state he was in.

“And what do you think that this patient will do to your police station?”, Christine hissed.

Bobbie smirked at Sergeant Brunkhirst, ready for battle. His skew eyes made it impossible to assess where he would place his devastating attack. All things considered, he had only just felled a fat oak tree bare-handed – or rather, with his entire body. The Sergeant therefore thought it wiser to quickly change opinion.

“Ma’am, I indeed believe it is wiser if you immediately return him to your institute and to make sure that he never puts a foot in the outside world again. Do we understand each other?”

“Very well, Sergeant. A wise decision indeed! Come on, James, let’s load him into the van!”

Wingz looked at once very surprised and irritated at Christine because of the faggotty nickname she had just endowed him with. But he nevertheless walked after her towards Bobbie.

“Come on, Bobbie”, Christine said, “we’re going home now. You’ve had enough play time for today.”  

The policemen were absolutely stupefied and not little relieved when Bobbie hopped at the van without the least bit of protest. Christine gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder.

“Good boy!”

“Err… see you around, guys!”, Wingz greeted the stunned coppers when also he jumped back in the van.

“Over my dead body!”, the Sergeant grunted, “Clear the road immediately and get them out of my district as soon as possible!”

The police officers got back into their cars and under the howling of dozens of sirens they accompanied the Mercedes away from Brookden. The Five didn’t feel quite at ease. It didn’t happen every day that the country’s most wanted criminal gang was escorted by the police like a head of state. But eventually they thought it was an enjoyable experience. 

Once past the district border the policemen let the van drive off on its own. The further away the better. Bobbie waved goodbye at them from the van’s side window.

“James...” Wingz grumbled.

Sergeant Brunkhirst’s sixth sense, however, felt that there was still something fishy about the whole case. He had more than twenty years of service and he had developed a fantastic nose for things that weren’t quite right. Just to be on the safe side he decided to contact his colleagues from the Southerly District. One could never be sure enough. 
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Inspector Vermel was not optimistic anymore. Even though he had received a very interesting phonecall from his colleagues from the capital, one look at the means of transport they had been granted by the General was enough to convince him that they wouldn’t stand much of a chance in a wild chase. The Inspector was seated in a wooden crate. Allright, it could have been even less comfortable. And as long as the weather was nice, he was even sitting in the healthy outside air under the sun. But the propulsion of the wooden crate looked all but reliable. The crate was in fact the front part of an old baker’s bicycle with Officer First Class Peacock as its engine. In the best case, they could throw themselves in front of The Four’s car and pray to all saints in heaven that The Four would stop. But knowing that bunch… that damn… that… pfffff…, the chance they wouldn’t effectively run him over seemed infinitesimally small. But there he and Peacock were. By the side of the road, hoping for a miracle.

The General had cut off all of the main roads with a gigantic armoured force. He didn’t let the grass grow under his feet. Hundreds of officers and soldiers, armed to the teeth, had been gathered to set up hidden barricades all across the area. The moment they would spot any silver-coloured Mercedes van, they would force it to stop. With brutal force if necessary.

The Inspector in the mean time peered at the horizon. He knew better than that. After these two years he was beginning to develop a kind of insight in the living patterns of The Four. Never would they be so stupid to use a main road after such an adventure, by which they had been by all means escorted by those idiots from the police from Brookden. Let alone a motorway. Much too conspicuous. No, the Cowboy was, contrary to his mates, a very cautious person. Inspector Vermel knew another road. A very small road, but a safe one. And that’s where they were standing now.

The wind blew gently through his thinning curls. There was hardly any traffic and he was dead certain that The Four would eventually pass through here. As they often did. He therefore suspected that their secret hiding place should be somewhere in the vicinity. Where would they otherwise park their expensive cars and bikes? And where was the money with which they paid all of this luxury? That lot of clown bandits led the life of Riley while he had to squirm in order to make ends meet because of the pittance that the police was paying him. A pittance half of which was skimmed off by his ex under the resounding name ‘maintenance’. It seemed very improbable that the Inspector had been married once and to his ex it must have seemed even more improbable. But uniforms did have their effect on women every now and then and he had looked quite cute with those curls sticking out of that flashing uniform cap. Without even mentioning those stripes on those sleeves.  

Those stripes were still there. In fact, not a single stripe had been added in all of these years. That had undoubtedly been one of Mrs. Vermel’s biggest frustrations. A uniform is only particularly attractive when it has most stripes and stars embroidered on it of them all. After a while, this had become out of the question for Inspector Vermel. Mrs. Vermel wouldn’t go for less than Superintendent. On top of that, the Inspector hardly came home again these last few years. And even if he did spend some time with her, he was continuously just sitting there with red eyes, staring out in front of him. He didn’t care anymore about anything she said. He had become numb and the only sound he still produced was a kind of strange muttering which contained a few nasty curses in combination with the word ‘four’. Even at night the Inspector didn’t stop cursing and swearing while he was tossing about in his sleep. Which made Mrs. Vermel take refuge in the spare bedroom. Something the Inspector had never noticed. 

When she had eventually packed her suitcases and left, the Inspector hadn’t noticed at first either. It only started to get trough to him that something had changed after several days because his dinner didn’t appear in front of him anymore as he’d always been used to. The many months of microwave food that followed onwards, hadn’t improved his overall condition. Even if he wasn’t even forty years of age, he looked at least twenty years older than that. Totally worn out and aged. Deep grooves marked his face that resembled in nothing to the photographs from his youth when he was still the curly head with the healthy blush. He felt old. Knackered, worn to the teeth, ready to be thrown away with the garbage. 

He looked once more to the road from their shelter, a small sandy road behind a few bushes. But everything remained quiet. There was only that soft breeze and the few birds that did their best to deliver a brilliant singing performance. A bit further down the road a diligent neighbouring woman started to mow her lawn. It was one of the few houses that had been built along this road. Through the weird, enormous hole in the beech hedge the Inspector saw the lady walking back and forth behind her orange mower. The thing made an awful and monotonous noise and it seriously annoyed the Inspector. The lawn had been laid out again recently and it brought back faint memories. Thanks to a painful twitch in his buttocks the Inspector suddenly knew where these memories came from. He grunted. Loud this time. Constable First Class Peacock, who was dozing off behind him on the saddle, looked up briefly. But quickly the Inspector shook his head again. They had been here for hours. And still nothing had happened. Either that tip from their colleagues from Brookden had proven completely wrong, or that pathetic little gang had taken another direction. The surprise-effect as it were. The Four had only barely managed to escape for a few times already and they had probably become a whole lot more careful. Perhaps they would even disappear abroad for good? Possible. Even if this would relieve him from all of these worries and strife, it would not bring him any satisfaction. On the stake he wanted to see them. All four of them!

While he was already sitting there for a while, something had drawn his attention. About a hundred yards furtheron there was a girl standing by the side of the road. Also she seemed to be waiting impatiently for something. She puffed time and time again in order to express her boredom. She had long, coke-blonde hair that waved far beyond her shoulders. The colour wash was obviously fading away and a visit to the hairdresser would do her no harm. But despite that, she maintained the sort of beauty where many Playboy-teenager would fall for. Also Inspector Vermel got a liking to her. For a brief moment it felt as if his curls were growing back to their original state. If he didn’t have to organise that damn roadblock, he would certainly have passed by her to salute her in all of his uniformed glory. The most striking about that girl, and which naturally hadn’t passed unnoticed to the Inspector, was her incredibly scarce clothing and the very special attributes at the height of her chest. The miniscule top she wore looked like an elastic band that was stretched so much that it could snap any moment. Perhaps that top would do just that indeed. Then at least he would have had that kind of amusement on this rotten afternoon.

Perhaps the Inspector would even be more lucky? Could it truly be? The old lady had disappeared behind the house with her lawn mower, which significantly reduced the racket the machine was making. Suddenly he heard a noise that could very well come from a heavy van. It became louder and louder and more recognisable. 

“Wake up, lazy ass!”, he grumbled against Peacock while he gave him a rough nudge, “I think we’re going to get lucky!”

Very curious, the Inspector leaned a bit forward in order to take a good look which vehicle would appear in the bend. His heart was dancing, full of anticipation and nervousness. This was his chance to make things right again. The turning moment he had been hoping for for so long. Time and time again he had bitten the dust and time and time again only humiliation had been his part. The scorning, the salary that hadn’t increased for the last five years. He had to make up for this and finally here was his chance. Yet, a sudden and painful stroke blew through his heart. Even if it were that hated gang that was driving towards him, how would he ever be able to stop them? Damned!!! Why hadn’t he thought about bringing along that mantrap mat? That scum would have been unable to drive over it without blowing their tyres to smithereens! They would have been compelled to stop, how hard they would have tried. But now it was too late for that. A terrible failure was imminent again. He just knew it. And how could he ever explain that to the General…

There it was! The silver-coloured Mercedes Vito he despised so much! The gleaming nose with chromed grille turned swiftly through the bend upon which Raff pushed the accelerator again. Inspector Vermel’s heart pounded heavily and his adrenaline level shot to incredible heights. But also the sweat of fear dripped from his forehead. What on Earth could he do? He didn’t have to count on Peacock. That was clear enough by his moaning. Would he risk throwing himself in front of the van? He raised his shaking hand  in the air to indicate to Peacock that he had to start treading as if his life depended on it. A lot depended on it indeed. Perhaps it would be better after all to go down in battle than to have to face the umpteenth flop at the police headquarters? A fraction of a second he still had left to think it over. A very small fraction.

Too late. As usual his cowardness had won it from his fighting spirit. His hand only dropped on the moment that the Mercedes was shooting past and Peacock embarked on an impossible mission. Heaving and panting he stepped the heavy baker’s bicycle in motion under the shouting of Inspector Vermel. But the van was quickly getting smaller in their field of view and it would not take long before it would have vanished completely. They had failed again. 

And then the miracle happened. The girl that was still standing a bit further by the road, lifted her skirt even a little bit more. It was hard to grasp, but it was still possible. She displayed her entire femininity to the passing traffic. Being the van with Raff behind the wheel. The latter got an immediate blood pressure explosion and his eyeballs were only interested in one thing. Or rather, two things. Two very big things and a pair of legs from here to eternity. All of his brain functions were taken up by the photographical analysis and processing of that essential anatomical data. He ignored completely that another sharp turn to the right was coming up. 

“No, Raff, what are you doing???”, the Cowboy shouted.

But in vain. Raff steered straight ahead, towards a house. The façade of the house showed a big place filled with red bricks that didn’t match the rest of the wall, which had been painted white. That place hadn’t even been pointed yet and it was clear that only recently serious restoration works had happened to this house. Too bad for the residents, but they would have to do their work over again. Raff slammed through the just restored wall.

“Come on, Peacock!!!”, the Inspector roared euphorically, “We’ve got them!!!”

Peacock hardly heard it but nevertheless did what was expected of him, i.e. to follow that van, preferably as fast as possible. He was standing straight on the pedals, his head bent forward heavily, getting everything out of his clumsy body that it had.

“Faster, Peacock, faster!!!”

The Inspector was in total ecstasy when he saw the van standing total loss by the coffee table. Swooning, the five occupants crawled out of the trashed vehicle. The blow had been heavy. And then there was this shadow that came towards them through the big hole in the wall. In the middle of that shadow a recently oiled Magnum big calibre shined in their direction.

“You’re under arrest, you bunch of dung beetles!!!” 
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“Haha! At last!”, the General beamed.

Today was a glorious day for him. He hadn’t taken over the control over the district for much more than a day and the most dangerous criminal gang of the country was already standing shackled in front of his desk. And not only the four main suspects. No, also a hitherto unknown female accomplice had been arrested.

It was beautiful weather and the sunshine fell abundantly in through the big windows. The General leaned back, satisfied, and looked at the faces of those disgusting individuals one by one. They looked back at him with their heads high, even though they found themselves in a less fortunate position. Later there would be champagne and he would actually even treat Vermel and Peacock, something he had previously believed to be totally incredible. But honour to whom honour is due; they had pulled it off. There you were. The proof of what a little bit of disciplinary pressure could accomplish. For once they had given the better of themselves; it had to be said. Like they were standing there at the back of the office, with that gigantic toothpaste smile. Well, all things considered, they had deserved sincere congratulations and they would get them too. 

But first things first: interrogating the prisoners. He would make them sweat, that lot of pubertal scum. He took off his sunglasses and looked them all five deep in the eyes with that most feared murder-look of his. That would teach them a thing or two. Bobbie looked back at him Bobbie-style, with skewed eyes and a gentle smile. Hell, that boy was a serious mental case anyway. Psychiatric help was certainly in order here. And not a little bit either. According to the General it would probably imply the life-long internment in a closed institute for false Napoleons. At least. 

Wingz kept looking back at him bravely. A hard nut to crack, the General knew it. But cracking he would. Like they all did with him by the way. Even if they were so big and tough, in the end they all cried for their mummy when the General was finished with them. And so would Wingz. Even if he’d have to plant a darn firecracker in his ass.

Then it was Raff’s turn. He obviously suffered the most from the situation. A big mouth and a ladies man. But here he’d squeal another tune. By the look of his face that wouldn’t take long either. His life of luxury had come to an end here and now. If he’d find out what kind of vermin thrived in the cosy prison cells that would be put at their disposition, it remained beyond doubt that Raff wouldn’t be able to keep his pants dry for long. 

The same went for the Cowboy. He had nothing devious in him. The General recognised that. The Cowboy was a cold and calculated masterbrain; the absolute head of the criminal organisation. And yet he shivered lightly. Was it fear? Would it really go that easy?

Finally there was this mysterious girl. She was wild. She was a tigress about to burst out with her flaming-red head and a nearly blown up mouth. As if she were a puff adder that prepared to spit its venom in thick streams over the surrounding people. Tough luck for the lady, but today she’d have to swallow everything like a good girl. As they all did with him.

“Look who we have here: Grumpy, Dopey and the rest!” 

When he pronounced the two dwarf names the General ostentatively looked at the Cowboy and then at Raff. They were not only respectively the brains and heart of the gang; they also seemed to be the most eager to surrender. Once they’d break, the rest would soon follow. Meticulously the General noted the smallest twitch of a muscle, the most superficial puff of breath. Everything that could point at growing fear and nervousness. He would let them shiver a bit harder and decided to call his secret weapon.

“Quellstein, will you please read the enditements?”

Herr Flick jumped surreptitiously from behind the five friends with a fat, dull-grey folder under his arm. His appearance made the intended impression. Raff was balancing on the edge of a fit and also the Cowboy’s pupils popped wide open. There did not exist a more obvious sign of excessive stress. Wingz and especially Christine, however, did not yet show the slightest bit of anxiety. This surprised the General somewhat. But anyhow, he had only just started with his psychological demolition tactics. Quellstein dropped the folder with a big smack on the desk. Shivers all round. Dust whirled up high in the bright sunlight that was falling in through the windows. Agonisingly slow the creepy man opened the folder on the first page. The incident with the cash dispenser.

“… for a total of seven million, three hundred and eighty-two thousand nine hundred and twenty Pounds of stolen currency, with the aggravating circumstances of the night and taking into consideration the extremely violent way by which the dispenser was forced open…”

Quellstein’s litany had started off well and by the looks of the folder he would not be finished soon. And those were just the enditements. The boxes with incriminating material already took three large rooms in the basement of the police headquarters. It went from broken off door handles to vandalised publicity signs. Anything one could ever imagine, it was there. Without mentioning the many smouldering wrecks of passed away police cars and the heavily damaged Mercedes Vito they had towed to the inner court.

An hour or three later Quellstein had read the most important facts in concise form aloud. The General had in the mean time treated himself to a decent single malt and sipped from the enormous bowl glass from time to time while he was apparently looking bored outside. But that was just a hoax. Not a single detail went by him and he could almost smell the reactions of all five of them to the things that were being read. He turned round and walked back in the direction of the place where the interrogation was held. 

“As you could hear, the crimes of which you are accused aren’t petty at all. And I can assure you, the evidence against you is watertight. My guess is that the Crown will at least ask for twenty-five years against each of you.”

“Raff swallowed a moment when he heard the number of years. Twenty-five years in prison! Then he could completely say goodbye to his producer’s career. The General enjoyed watching Raff almost peeing in his pants and stopped right in front of his nose in order to rub it in a little more.

“Twen-ty-five years!!!”, he repeated with the required emphasis, “So if I were you I’d hurry to tell where the rest of the money is, plus the unlawfully acquired luxury goods that you have at your disposal. That just might give a good impression to the judge and if he’s also in a good mood, you might get off with only fifteen years. Well, what’ll it be?”

“You can kiss my ass!!!” 

It was Christine. She had exploded. The General immediately looked very angrily in her direction. But much to his surprise she looked back at him even a lot more angrily.

“You really think that you’re quite something, don’t you? Like you’re mooching about with your entire amulet-shop pinned to your chest. You must be the most decorated monkey on the planet!”

“What do you say???”

“That it’s amazing how such a big body can be controlled by so few brains! Just look at your little head! If you took off your beret there would almost be nothing left of it!”

A deathlike silence fell over the office. The soldiers present were like frozen. Quellstein looked shocked and inquiring at the General, whose mouth fell wide open as if he was going to devour that brutal chick at once.

And then Wingz burst out in laughter. Not just any laughter. No, it was the kind of roaring burst of laughter that is normally only common to the godfathers of the most powerful mob families.

“Hahahaaaaahahahahaaaaaa!!!”

Of course Bobbie had to join in. When there was something to laugh about, he didn’t want to miss it for the world. His strange, hick-up-like falsetto-laugh sneered high above Wingz’ roar. Raff first had something like “I’ve never seen these three in my entire life”, but when also the Cowboy joined in also he couldn’t contain himself. The only one who didn’t participate was Christine. Not that she didn’t like a good joke. But she didn’t see what was all that funny. She meant what she had said to the General and she was still furious. Her eyes nearly pierced through the General. Fortunately the latter had put his dark sunglasses back on his fat nose so the sparkle of doubt in his eyes remained hidden for the rest. It dawned to him that he would still have to do a lot of work if he were to break The Five. He would have preferred to give that entire gang a good trashing. But regrettably there were rules even he had to obey. There was also something called ‘human rights’ he could not neglect. Pity. A real pity. 

“Err… mister soldier, can I ask you something please?”

It was Raff. The General was slowly reaching boiling point but tried to keep his nerve. He only just managed.

“First, it is General and second, I don’t think you’re in a position here where you can ask questions!”

“It’s only, you know, perhaps you could be so kind to tell the prison personnel that I prefer my breakfast eggs soft-boiled? I really like to dip my toast…”

“Enough!!!”

This time it was the General who exploded. And the whole neighbourhood would know it because the windows of the entire block trembled. Clearly also Raff had managed to fool him and had been mocking him already from the start. He violently grabbed Raff by the fluorescent-yellow Van Beirendonck jacket and yelled with a booming voice in his face while Raff was producing overacted gargle sounds.

“Do you think that you’re going to a hotel perhaps??? You just wait until you’ve sat there for a couple of weeks and the flees will have sucked the last drop of blood from your body and you’re getting crazy from the itch in your butt-crack caused by all of the mushrooms that will be growing there!!!”

The General knew where Raff’s soft spot lied, but didn’t cause a visible stir in the young clown. The rest was still crawling all over the floor with laughter from the joke with the dipping piece of toast.

“And this…”, the General hissed when he pulled off Raff’s Vacherin watch with a wild tug, “…you can kiss goodbye for ever!”

“Hey, barbarian!”, Raff shouted back at the General.

“Yeah! What kind of manners are that?”, the Cowboy joined in.

“Hairy monkey!”, Christine snapped.

“I’ll give you a good wallop on your dirty muzzle!”, Wingz hissed.

And Bobbie didn’t say anything but put on a very vile smile. He kind of fancied the idea of that wallop.

“Shut up!!! Quellstein, throw them all in the nick! They’ll quickly change their tune!”

Quellstein made a faint grin as confirmation and signalled to one of the less-decorated monkeys that he had to escort the prisoners to their new residence. The monkey gave a hard tug on the chain that was connected to The Five’s shackles. Raff, who was closest by, wobbled a bit alla comedia dell’arte. But eventually they obediently let themselves be carried away to the dark caves under the headquarters. The General plummeted in his armchair and made an almost unnoticeable sigh of relief. This he had never seen in his entire life. What a pretentiousness! What a far-reaching state of anarchy! He flushed away his frustration with an extremely large swallow of whiskey.  

In the mean time, Vermel and Peacock were still shining against the wallpaper. The Inspector had patiently awaited his turn, but found that it was getting about time that his super-human effort would be appreciated. With the necessary honour and dignity. After all, he had arrested The Five. That fact should be recognised. He was thoroughly amused that the General had had to experience much to his shame what kind of hooligans The Five actually were. It made his personal accomplishment a lot greater than it already was. He carefully shuffled in the direction of the desk. The General sat bent over his now empty bowl glass and was wondering if he’d crack the rest of the bottle right away as well. Vermel stopped right in front of the piece of furniture and bent in the direction of the General. With a small cough he tried to attract his attention to the presence of his illustrious person.

 “Ahem, ahem!”

The General looked up at him, quite irritated.

“What do you want, Vermel?”

“Err, sir, I was thinking…”

“Don’t!”

“But you see, sir, maybe this would be a good moment to discuss my promotion and the new service vehicle?”

“New service vehicle?”

“Yes, I mean, since I have managed to fulfil this mission in a – let’s be honest – brilliant way, is it not appropriate that this achievement is subsequently highlighted by a new service vehicle? And since the position of Superintendent is still vacant, I would assume that I, as highest in rank, will be assuming command of this station from now on?” 

“Command?”

“Of course the station can not function very long under these unclear circumstances. The men need a solid hand that motivates them time and time again to give everything they have. Given my state of service and… considering that I have managed to arrest this ghastly gang, I believe to have proven to have the right qualities to fulfil this important task in the most proper way.”

“Of course, Vermel, your right qualities…”

“So you will undoubtedly also agree, sir, that under these circumstances I can impossibly move around in an old and derelict Volkswagen minibus?”

“Ohhhhhh!!!”, Peacock furiously shouted in the background. 

“No, of course not, Vermel.”

“I have already done some homework, you know, a few folders and stuff…”

“Naturally. You should at least have an idea, shouldn’t you?”

The General leaned back and took off his sunglasses again. He rubbed with his other hand in his eyes and gave a tired impression.

“My thoughts exactly, General sir.”

Inspector Vermel’s self confidence grew by the second.

“Therefore you would certainly not object to this err… Mercedes CL 65 AMG?”

He slid a large, flashy folder under the General’s nose. The separate sheet with the price list he had tactically stowed away between the last two pages beforehand. Vermel believed that  the General didn’t need to be bothered by such trivial details anyway. The General took the folder in his hands and flipped through the pages with an approving look. He poured himself another large measure of whiskey.

“Fancy, Vermel, very fancy.”

“That’s what I also thought, sir. So I’ve immediately taken the liberty to already order it.”

“Pffffffrrrrrrrrttttt!!!”

The General had spat out again the sip of single malt he had just taken, completely in shock. 

“You have what, Vermel???”

“Well... I thought... you have more important things on your mind to be bothered with such futilities and if I were to assume the responsibilities of Superintendent anyhow…” 

“Superintendent??? I wouldn’t even appoint you to head of the dogshit cleaning team!!! You worthless piece of crap!”

“I have nothing to do with that!”, Peacock shouted from the other side of the office, but the General didn’t hear it. 

“You are nobody!!! A fossil from the Stone Age!!! You will immediately return to the garage in order to cancel that order. All the cancellation expenses involved will be deducted from your miserable salary, is that understood??? And if that will not have bankrupted you, miserable baboonturd, I will give you a job that’ll make you wish you were never born! Is that clear, Vermel?”

An abrupt silence fell over the office after that terrible falling-out. Until it was suddenly interrupted by an enormous noise.

“Vroooarrrrrrr!”

A heavy engine resounded from the inner court and was quickly followed by the excited cries of many voices. The General got a shock and leapt at the window. And there it was shining, neatly delivered by the garage. Silver-coloured with blue and yellow police stripes on the curved flanks, twenty-inch alloys with ultra-low profile tyres and enormous air inlets under its nose. It almost gave the General a stroke. The Inspector began to suspect that he might have placed his order a little bit too prematurely and that the General had esteemed his super-human accomplishment somewhat lower. That was a real shame.

“Vermel!!!!!”

Thundering was no longer adequate to describe how much the building was suffering from the General’s roar.

“And that I have nothing to do with that!”, Peacock shouted once more to underline his childly innocence in this total debacle. 

Vermel immediately got incredibly enraged at Peacock. That stupid creature that was personally responsible – at least to his opinion – for all of these years of utter failure, had just now distanced himself from all of it. Where did he get the bloody nerve! Her ran at Peacock, grabbed him by the collar and slapped him hard in the face. Peacock didn’t let it happen just like that and kicked the Inspector hard in the crotch, unfortunately right next to his target. 

“Do you see? Do you see?”, Peacock cried out while he scratched and fought back.

The General was stupefied. This he hadn’t seen in his entire life. It awakened an aggression in him that he had never believed possible. In his case, that was quite terrifying. He jumped like a lion at the two brawlers. 
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“You have done very well, Tcherno!”

Hank gave the red beard an encouraging pat on the back. And he meant it too. Those annoying troublemakers were forever behind bars and Christine would go down as well as an accomplice. That was about the best that could happen to him on that moment because she had become an unguided projectile because of her contact with The Four. But that had been taken care of now. He had even become more than reassured that the police would never believe Christie if she’d try to betray him. The police had only one priority and her story would give an absurd impression, since she had after all been mooching about with The Four. On top of all that, it was a nice bonus not to have to share the loot any longer. Christine had driven a hard bargain and the thought of having to share all of that beautiful money made his little heart ache. 

On the other side, it made his other plans a little more difficult. The cooperation with the punk gang had up till now been quite fruitful. But now he wanted to get rid of that cooperation and he had lost the pawn through which he could have accomplished just that. Tcherno distrusted him; he knew it. And Smif, who was having a kip against the wall, had always been a loyal servant but he lacked the brains in order to execute his other plans successfully. He quickly had to come up with something else before the ground would become too hot under his feet.

Tcherno wasn’t entirely satisfied either. Drugs and alcohol had affected his memory up to the point that he had a hard time remembering faces, especially when he had only seen them in the dark. He had never known that the enemy had always consisted out of four blokes. And now there had also a girl been arrested; it didn’t ring any bells. Although there was something about that girl. He thought that he had seen her before; no, he was even sure of it. He just couldn’t place her anywhere. In any case he felt that Hank was up to no good and the survival instinct he had cultivated during all his years on the street made him very suspicious.

“Only a pity about that chick. I would have loved to take care of her. Hahahahaaaa.”

Tcherno produced a deep, growling laugh. But in the mean time his little rat eyes kept peering through his copper wire in Hank’s direction. 

“Dear o dear, can’t you really think of anything else? If I were you I’d be happy we got rid of that scum. Otherwise they could have messed things up seriously.” 

“I told you everything would be allright, didn’t I? Why are you so worried about a bunch of teenagers? Do you really think I couldn’t have handled them?”

“You shouldn’t underestimate them, Tcherno. All in all they have been hunted down over the last two years for being the most dangerous criminal gang in the country. And all of this time they’ve never been caught.”

Tcherno knew all that, but it didn’t bother him in the least. 

“Pubertal scum, that’s what they are. All of them. Besides, we are the most dangerous gang in the country. It hurts my feelings that you have such low regard of us. Hahahahaa.”

Again that laugh with the off-key basso notes.

“Joking apart, let’s talk business now”, Tcherno continued.

“Business? What kind of business? Everything is going fine as it is, isn’t it?”

“Perhaps it is, perhaps not. You know, I really like your new haircut.”

That remark was touché. Tcherno couldn’t keep his eyes from Hank’s fluorescent-purple crown and had to do a big effort not to laugh him in the face. Hank started to feel less and less at ease. Moreover because a couple of big boys were standing guard by the only door of the smoky office and Smif hadn’t returned from dreamland yet.

“Look, Hank, until now we’ve always cooperated pretty nicely. But all good things must come to an end. So we would like to see our money now.”

“Ho, but wait a minute! You mean that you want to withdraw from your part of the deal? You seriously disappoint me, Tcherno.”

Hank had hoped to manage the situation at will by his usual bluff. But he had misjudged this time. Tcherno became furious.

“Now you listen to me, half-witted forest gnome, this game has lasted long enough and we’re getting sick and tired of it. We have always done your dirty work but now the fun’s over. You have invested our money so it would be nice and safe. But now we want it back with the generous profit you promised us. Or you’re going to seriously regret it!” 

“So, you want to do a runner, Tcherno? That’s not a very nice thing to do, is it? I thought that you were a man of your word? Wouldn’t you want to emigrate to the Bahamas then? 

“You thought wrong. Money I want to see. And quite a lot of it too!”

The big boys shuffled a bit closer to each other in order to barricade the door a bit more. Escape was impossible. Hank saw his wild plans disappear like snowflakes in the sun. And what was even a lot worse; there was indeed a significant amount of money on that clandestine bank account he had managed to arrange. That offshore account of which the Treasury fortunately wasn’t aware yet. But still far from enough money to assure Hank of the kind of lifestyle he desperately had the ambition for. It was the kind of lifestyle which inter alia involved luxury yachts, private jets and a jacuzzi of thirty by thirty feet. That lifestyle was getting in serious danger if the gang with whom he had so well cooperated till then would try to get out on the deal. Even worse. If they would – by all means – claim their hard-earned money back. But Hank was very cunning and didn’t let himself pushed aside like that.

“And how much are we talking about exactly? It appears to me that your black bookkeeping has run off. Seems like you’re in trouble.”

Tcherno was getting very upset. He hit the desk hard with his fist. 

“How dare you come here playing the clever boy! I know all too well that if there’s one person to whom it would be a stroke of luck that my bookkeeping is gone, it’s you! But unfortunately for you, mate, I still know exactly how much money we’re talking about. Those brains of mine aren’t as worn out as much as you would think. And I wand my money back. Now!!!” 

“That will be rather difficult. Your money is laying in the sun in Nassau. Hard to reach, I would say. And you still don’t have a permit to go and withdraw it all by yourself. So what are you going to do? Are you going to threaten me? Huh?”

“You piece of lowlife! If you think you can lead me up the garden, you are wrong! Or shall I have a word with Sergeant Brunkhirst? What would you think about that?”

“That seems quite unlikely in your position. Above all, now you’ve lost your bookkeeping, I seriously wonder if you have anything left to tell Brunkie. I’m afraid you’ll only make a big fool of yourself.”

Tcherno squashed the last stump of cigar between his teeth of pure frustration. Hank had him cornered. But that cheese-head better didn’t believe that he’d just leave it there. Then he didn’t know Tcherno yet! In the mean time, Hank took the lead of the conversation again.

“Soon you’ll get your little ticket to the Caribbean so you can collect your money. But only when I say so and not a minute earlier, do you understand?”

Tcherno understood it. For now.

“Good. I’ll be just a little bit more patient. A very little bit. What do you expect from us?

“One final stroke. The last one, but also a very big one.”

“O really?”

Tcherno was suddenly all ears. His little rat eyes glittered again like two impure zirconium stones through the dirty, red hair. 

“You are aware that all large valuables transports have been suspended as long as The Four were still out on the streets?”

“Yes, so?”

“Well, they’re going to start them up again! Tomorrow an armoured car full of money will leave from the Treasury. Minimal security. They really believe they’re out of danger now The Four are in the nick.”

“How much are we talking about?”

“O, enough to provide half of the country with new bank notes. The old ones are starting to wear off. About one hundred and fifty million.”

“Pffffrrrrwaaaaaahhhhh”

Tcherno had just swallowed his last bit of cigar. It was rather exaggerated indeed. All in all it wouldn’t be more than about ninety to ninety-five million. But Hank wanted to haul in the fat Tcherno-fish and therefore a small exaggeration wouldn’t hurt. And by the looks of Tcherno’s ugly warts face, the fat fish was in the net. 

“One… hundred… and… fifty… million??? You’re not joking, are you?”

“My dear Tcherno, how could I ever lie to you?”

That was a question Tcherno would have loved to answer. But he let the opportunity pass.

“And how do you think that this endeavour can be accomplished? Minimal security sounds very attractive. But they’re surely not just going to stop to put the money into our pockets with compliments from the chef. So how are we going to proceed? Time is running short if it’s really tomorrow.”

“Bwah, you always assume that I want to trick you, don’t you? Relax, it’ll go just fine. You’ll see. And I have brought a secret weapon that will bring the money transport to a very hard stop.”

Proudly he looked in the direction of the ever-sleeping Smif. Tcherno looked with him in the same direction. And what he saw didn’t comfort him in the least.
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The only still operational cell in the police headquarters’ basement didn’t offer a lot more comfort than spending the night in the van. The drab walls were scribbled full with half-perished graffiti in which the name ‘Vermel’ regularly appeared. Mostly in combination with a couple of nasty words or a Dadaist drawing of a shrivelled male body part. Here and there the concrete crumbled from the walls and a thick layer of dust lay all along the skirting boards. On both sides there was a plank-bed with a thin little mattress that increasingly smelled after those industrial cleaning and disinfecting products. The atmosphere was cold and damp and it certainly wasn’t a place one would wanted to stay for long. Especially when you’re called Raff and you were in desperate need for a mineralised bubble-bath with perfumed bathing foam. On top of that, all five friends were cramped in it together awaiting further interrogation. They were sitting on both sides on the sagging beds and the Cowboy had laid his left arm around his girlfriend’s shoulder. A tear rolled over Christine’s cheek. The Cowboy gently wiped it away. Wingz looked charmed at the little couple in front of him and couldn’t suppress a smile. He was so happy for them two that they had finally found each other after this horrible period. It was just such a pity that they weren’t granted any luck. He felt powerless. Even though he had received so much strength from Mother Nature, forcing the steel door was out of the question. He cast down his eyes again and stared at the dusty floor. There was a deathly silence and all wondered how they would ever get out of this situation.

“Oooohhhh!”

A terribly unhappy voice sounded from the corridor on the other side of the door. And this voice seemed pretty familiar. A second voice suddenly broke the silence.

“Shut up, Peacock!”

“Shut up??? Me??? You tell me to shut up??? It’s all your bloody fault!”

“I say, fellow, now you better listen to me…”

“Listen??? To you??? I don’t have to do anything! Now we’re standing here nicely guarding the door, aren’t we? Always when I do what you ask it ends in tears. I have a message for you pal: you can go to hell! From now on I’ll only do what I want!”

“As if that would make a difference!”

And the conversation continued a little while longer like that. Vermel thought it had been very childish of the General. After all, he had achieved something phenomenal. It was only because of his excellence and well-targeted intervention that the General could soon return to Brookden in a big victory parade. And get another battery of medals pinned on his chest too. But in stead of all that, Vermel was standing there with a medal on his eye and a whole lot of other bruises on the rest of his swollen body. He was most of all furious about Peacock’s treason. Sure, Peacock had also received his share of the blows during the confrontation with the General. But he had revolted against his enlightened authority and that was unforgiveable.  

The Five were listening amused; happy with the free entertainment. After about fifteen minutes and a bit of pulling and pushing the sound had died away again. It had ended in a tie and the two degraded policemen were standing guard again at both sides of the door, staring in oblivion. Wingz believed that the moment had come to raise his voice.

“Peacock, you’re a stupid bastard!”

“What??? Who said that???”

“Your mother must have got the scare of her life when she put you on this world! Golly, such an ugly thing!”

That touched upon a very tender string, because even in spite of his past as a foundling Peacock loved his mother very much.

“Ooooooohhhhhhhh!!! How dare you!!!”

Peacock was seething and grabbed for his keychain. He couldn’t let this go by unpunished! Vermel saw it coming and tried to stop Peacock but received the open swaying door with a smack against his already heavily damaged muzzle. Peacock stormed in, determined to skin the person of the offending remark alive. Unfortunately for him, the hardness of the fist of that person could well compete with the steel door. In a jiffy Peacock and Vermel were laying on top of each other, counting stars. A fraction of a second the five friends looked at each other and then they ran out of their cell, up the stairs.

Carefully the door to the basement turned ajar. This door directly connected the basement stairway with the entrance lobby of the police headquarters, just behind the reception desk. The Cowboy stuck his head out and saw to his fear two heavily armed soldiers talking by the glass main entrance. To his left he could see the reception desk. But the police officer who had planted his fat behind on a chair behind it, was reading his newspaper as was his normal custom. The Cowboy thoroughly studied the surroundings in the hope to discover something that could lead them back to freedom. The main entrance was obviously out of the question. Crawling out via a window of one of the offices in front of the reception seemed even more unlikely. Therefore the only option left was the opposite direction. Right next to them, on their right, he found the glass door that led to the inner court. And that inner court appeared empty. Even more, it was totally deserted. Where only a day earlier it had been packed with dozens of army jeeps and other heavy material, there now only remained a surprisingly empty space. Except for the wreck of their van. That was not a good means to get out of there quickly anymore.

The Five heard the General shouting and raging upstairs on the telephone. He was giving the poor soul, who was unfortunate enough to hang on the other side of the line, a very hard time because ‘they’ had not been caught yet after two hours. Almost the entire headquarters had been scrambled to hunt down the gang who’d had the nerve to rob the first big money transport in years. The gang had managed to let the armoured transport vehicle crash by means of a strange kind of liquid and had taken off with the money. The whole country was in a state of shock. The Five couldn’t have picked a better moment. If they were going for it, it had to be now.

The Cowboy stuck his head out of the door hole just a bit further in order to be able to observe the rest of the inner court. Suddenly he didn’t know what to say anymore. He gesticulated very enthusiastically with his thumbs up to the others who were standing behind him on the stairs. Then he put his finger on his mouth. Raff couldn’t contain his curiosity and wormed his head under the Cowboy’s armpit in order to take a look for himself. And also he got dizzy at once when he saw that beautiful Mercedes CL 65 AMG glittering in the sunshine. The luck of the Cowboy came to a climax when he spotted a strange kind of car key on the edge of the reception desk, with a silver coloured chain containing the ring with the famous three-pointed star. The keychain shined very attractively in his direction as if the Cowboy’s name had been written on it. He had to strongly suppress the temptation to grab it and make a run for it. By the looks of his size that copper behind the desk didn’t seem capable to pursue them more than ten yards without getting totally out of breath. But those damn soldiers by the front door were another pair of sleeves. They both wore quite a large number of badges on their khaki uniforms, the meaning of which was totally unknown to the Cowboy. But he suspected that these guys hadn’t received them for nothing. Those blokes were undoubtedly part of a very special elite branch.

Fortunately they were involved in an intense conversation and had turned their backs to the reception so they could watch the traffic driving past. This was their chance. The Cowboy moved on his hands and knees in the direction of the desk. His arm stretched out as far as he could to the tempting silver chain with the weird key. The copper was still totally absorbed by the local football reports and didn’t have a clue about what was happening behind him. Only two small inches separated the key from the Cowboy’s trembling fingertips. His fingers touched the edge of the desk and left a few sweaty prints while they slid further, millimetre by millimetre, towards the little treasure. The other four were holding their breath. The smallest sound could ruin everything. Suddenly the policeman turned the page of his newspaper and shifted his fat bum. Like a spear the Cowboy withdrew his hand in fear that the copper would look his way. But to his great relief the Cowboy saw that the terribly exciting football report of the match between The Jollies and Oak Street continued on the next page. The policeman kept reading in total fascination. The Cowboy made an inaudible sigh of relief and again stretched out his body, his right hand pointing at the target. Little drops of sweat pearled from his forehead and his head went like mad. Again his fingers touched the desk and his hand slid further and further. His shoulder thumped painfully and his entire arm was trembling. Not quite… just a teeny weenie little bit further. With an ultimate effort his nail touched the cold silver. The utter tip of his middle finger managed to just slip over the edge of the keychain and with a greedy movement he succeeded to let it slide closer. Softly, very softly. The rattling little noise that this manoeuvre caused, sounded like a hundred and eighty decibels to the Cowboy’s ears. It squeaked hard against his eardrums. But the officer didn’t hear it. Closer and closer the Cowboy pulled the little hanger towards him until he could press it into his open palm and carefully lift it from the table-top. 

Right on that moment shuffling steps came down the main stairs. The officer behind the desk looked up and in a flash the Cowboy had withdrawn his arm again and jerked behind the door. It was Quellstein. The Cowboy had only just seen the black, leather raincoat in the staircase hole. In this creepy way of his, Quellstein walked down the stairs and The Five prayed that he would certainly not come in the direction of the reception, or even worse, the back door. The door to the basement was still half open and they could impossibly descend the stairs again quick enough without making the least bit of sound.  They were trapped like rats in a cage. 

But luck was still on their side. Quellstein turned left at the bottom of the stairs and disappeared in one of the offices on the ground floor. Again a silent sigh of relief went through the basement stairwell. The Cowboy got a little dizzy and laid his head for a brief moment against the door casing. In his right fist he clamped the much desired key. Nor the copper, nor the soldiers by the front door had noticed anything.   

Yet, the tricky bit still had to come. The soldiers were still looking unmoved at the things that were going on in front of the police headquarters. And the football match hadn’t ended either. As silent as a mouse The Five sneaked to the backdoor. Christine was the first to grab the handle and pushed the door open, upon which the five friends ran out to the deserted inner court. Things had to go quickly now. As fast as they could they dashed to their freedom and already halfway the Cowboy pushed one of the little buttons on the plastic key. 

“Jib jib”, the Merc said while it was friendly welcoming them with a blink of its directional lights. With pounding hearts they took place in the black leather seats; the Cowboy behind the wheel and Wingz – by far the tallest of the five – on the seat next to him. Nervously the Cowboy stuck the key in its contact and started the iron monster with a press of the starter button. 

“Vroaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrr!!!”

The gigantic, tuned V12 made more racket than any alarm siren. Immediately dozens of coppers were pressed against the offices’ windows to see what was going on. Also the General forgot his enormous worries because of the sound of that engine, as well as the biting migraine-attack caused by them. He leapt out of his arm-chair and ran at the big window of his temporary office. And just on that moment the Cowboy suddenly realised that they had forgotten to first open the gate towards the street. Stupid. Very, very stupid.

“Perhaps you could use this?”, Raff asked, while he pointed at a LAW anti-tank weapon that had been placed casually behind the front seats in a dedicated holder. Wingz grinned. Raff took the green tube out of its container and passed the bazooka on between the front seats to Wingz. In the mean time the Cowboy stepped on it and turned the car. Wingz opened the side window and hung out half of his body with the LAW on his right shoulder; the finger ready by the trigger. The Cowboy pushed the accelerator hard and the Mercedes dashed in the direction of the gate. But when Wingz actually pulled the trigger to blow the gate to kingdom come, their way was suddenly blocked by a police officer who had thrown himself in front of the car in a desperate flash of courage and self-sacrifice. The Cowboy slammed the breaks and tugged the wheel. The anti-tank rocket thereby did not fly in the intended direction but shot at the first floor of the administration building. Only just the General could throw himself on the floor while the wall of his office exploded.

“Oops”, the Cowboy said.

“That was a miss”, Wingz said.

For a few seconds everything was dead silent. The officers and soldiers in the other offices were still frozen behind the windows, pale as corpses and eyes opened wide of horror. That missile could just as well have landed on them! In the middle of the first floor there now was a blackened hole of about five foot diameter. A greasy, black smoke whirled up from it. When the smoke lifted a bit, The Five noticed the General in the opening; entirely covered in soot and dust, the beret skewed and his sunglasses even more so. But he kept his dignity. In spite of the uniform blown to bits and the thong in camouflage colours.

“AT ARMS!!!”

The General’s voice thundered with the force of a hurricane over the building. One after one the policemen disappeared from behind the windows. That wasn’t very good news for The Five because in only a few seconds the inner court would be swarming with heavily armed coppers and soldiers. The one police officer who had been so nothing daunted to throw himself in front of the Merc, was grabbing for his gun in panic. And the black, metal gate was also still closed. 

“Perhaps that might help?”, Christine said when she pointed at the small remote control box that was lying in a compartment in the middle console. It obviously required feminine logic again to spot it.

“Err… thanks!”, the Cowboy said.

He pressed the little button and to everybody’s surprise the door went open too. Again the Cowboy pushed the accelerator against the carpet and the Mercedes tore through the exit lane, followed by dozens of soldiers who to their utmost regret had to watch the car disappear in a cloud of dust.
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“What are we going to do now?”, Raff asked the Cowboy, “We’ll soon get one or two helicopters behind our tail and in this car we’re too easily spotted!”

The Cowboy had to look in total surprise in his rear-view mirror in order to assure himself that this remark had indeed come from the person he believed to have recognised by his voice. It must have been the first time that Raff was concerned about such ‘minor details’.

“Are there a few of those spare missiles in the back?”, the Cowboy asked.

“Not as far as I can see”, Raff replied, “perhaps in the trunk?”

“Hmmm, I’m afraid that we won’t have time to stop. There are those helicopters of yours already.”

The Cowboy pointed at their left side where in the distance two Apaches appeared above the rooftops. Traffic had become very busy and they didn’t move along as fast as they wanted. They could still always use their flashing lights, but the Cowboy thought that they were already drawing enough attention to themselves as it was. Fortunately most cars moved aside respectfully when they saw the Mercedes with police markings homing in. The Cowboy took the first street to the right, hoping that this would take them away from the path of the helicopters. They ended up in a street with a lot of bends. Much to their satisfaction it also took them away from the centre of town so they got rid of most of the traffic as well. The helicopters still continued straight on behind them in the distance.

“We’ve lost them for now! They still continue to go east!”, Raff exclaimed in relief.

“Forget it! They’re turning round and come back in our direction!”, Christine corrected him.

“Damn!”, the Cowboy shouted, “This car must have a sort of transponder on board. They can certainly trace it anywhere.”

“Pull over, Cowboy”, Wingz suggested, “We have to find a new means of transport quickly. Over there we can take the tram. It will take us away from here fast.”

At the end of the street they indeed ended up in another main road where tram rails were running through the inner lane. The tram was approaching a bit furtheron. 

“No”, the Cowboy suddenly said, “I have a better idea!”

And he grinned again. Wingz looked at him in horror. It rarely happened that Wingz was truly terrified. As a matter of fact, it only happened when the Cowboy had come up with one of those plans of his. 

Arrived at the main road, the Cowboy turned right again and stepped on it. He also put on the flashing lights in order to draw more attention. With good results too. In less than ten seconds two other policecars came rushing after them, out of a side street. Also the helicopters appeared to have found their target and flew straight at them. The Cowboy looked heavily concentrated in front of him while he slalomed at high speed through the traffic. He too had a goal. And the other four were praying to all saints in heaven that it would be a good goal this time.

Southbound they went, ever faster. The Cowboy knew exactly where he wanted to go to. In the mean time there were already five policecars in their trail but the Merc was powerful enough to keep them at a respectable distance. Again the Cowboy took right and then left. A sixth policecar shot out of a street on their right and missed them only by a hair. The Cowboy manoeuvred wildly from left to right past the nose of the policecar and steered the Mercedes back to the middle of the street. On the rear seat Raff, Christine and Bobbie were laying on a heap and especially Christine was hoping that this game wouldn’t last too long anymore. She got a rather pale spot around her cute little nose. When she was behind the wheel herself, she was a good match for even the most skilled Formula One driver. But a hopping rear seat wasn’t quite her style. Bobbie, on the other hand, was once more thoroughly enjoying himself and couldn’t stop laughing.

A third, bigger helicopter joined the Apaches, which still hadn’t had the opportunity to open fire on the Mercedes. In that chopper the General, who had quickly jumped in his flying suit, was sitting next to the pilot. He pressed the microphone button and barked instructions at the Apaches.

“Open fire! Now! Don’t leave a splinter of that car intact!”

“But General, there is too much traffic! We’re going to hit civilians sir!”

“You bloody idiots! If you can’t do it, then I’ll do it myself!”

The General heaved himself out of his seat and crawled into the cargo compartment. There he grabbed his Minimi machinegun and strapped himself with a rope to a steel ring on the ceiling. He shoved the cargo door open and stoutly leaned out of the opening. The big machinegun hang loosely over his clenched arm muscles and he pointed.

“Ratatatatatatataaaaa!!!”

A curtain of bullets lashed over the road and across the Mercedes’ hood. The tracer-bullets formed a wall of red fire when they struck all around The Five. This was a whole different pair of biscuits than Inspector Vermel and Constable First Class Peacock. Until then, The Five had always seen their adventures like kind of a game. An exaggerated kind of tag with the playful adrenalin, which makes everyone think back of his childhood in pure nostalgia. Get me if you can. But the dozens of tracing bullets had crushed this childish naivety. In one single blow it had become bitter earnest. In stead of the usual joking and buffoonery, it had become as silent as a leaf in the Mercedes. Everyone was sitting huddled up as much as possible and the atmosphere had turned into a biting fear. Even Wingz, who was never scared, was staring out of the window with swollen eyes. Sweat dripped from the sides of the head of the Cowboy. Fat drops sweat of fear. Get me if you can.
Although the Merc had been hit right in the middle of its engine and the engine sound therefore didn’t howl as pure anymore, the car was still driving. The only question was for how long still. The Cowboy looked in his rear-view mirror and clearly noticed an oil trace they were leaving behind.

“Damned, Cowboy, pull the car over! It’s finished!”

That was Wingz, out of all people. The other three were too stiffened to still be able to say anything.  

“I told you so to jump on that tram! You with your bloody, pretentious plans all the time! Look at us now! In a second we’ll be hit and then what? Have you ever thought about that? Pull bloody over!”

“No, Wingz, not just yet… trust me…”

“Trust? It’s too late for that now! You’ve brought us into a bleeding mess, mate, and I’m not going any further!”

That mate was absolutely not intended in a friendly way, as he often used that word. Wingz had gone ballistic; furious and afraid at the same time.

“Bang!!!”

Because of the short argument, the Cowboy had forgotten to pay attention to the road. He hadn’t noticed that one of the policecars had come along side, upon which it rammed the Mercedes in its flank. Raff and Christine screamed and Wingz grabbed contortedly the handle above the door. Lucky enough for them the car was heavy enough to withstand the blow and they didn’t get off the road. An unsuspecting lady suddenly came driving out of a street on the right and the policecar had to slam the brakes in order not to crash into her. That was a windfall. But also Raff started to shout angrily at the Cowboy that he had to stop the car.

“Stop immediately, Cowboy! Please, stop it! This is not going to end well!”

“Just a little bit, Raff, just a very little bit. We’re really close now.”

“We’re really close to becoming dogfood, you mean!”, Wingz yelled.

They had all lost their faith in their loyal friend. His plans had always been totally insane and yet they had always managed to get away under the most hilarious circumstances. But now he was going too far in his idealistic quest and he put all of their lives at risk.

“Kaboom!!!”

That previous thought had only just passed or it was emphasised by the impact of a missile just by their right-hand side. They had left the more densely populated area and the pilot of one of the Apaches had picked his moment. Fortunately there was another wave of traffic coming at them. Even though the shocked drivers threw their cars aside in order to let the crazy chase pass by, it made it just a little bit less likely that the helicopters would dare to fire. The Cowboy trembled. His hands clenched the leather steering wheel like steel and he didn’t lose a fraction of his concentration. He didn’t want to risk to let a policecar come closer again and pushed the accelerator pedal as much as he could. The car didn’t respond anymore with the original, astronomical acceleration and the sound of the engine also became ever more ominous. In the mean time the on-board computer gave a warning for a too low oil level. Yet the acceleration was still mind-boggling enough to keep the policecars at a distance. For now. The Cowboy therefore took an enormous risk because traffic began to build up again. There only had to be one car, or even worse, an inattentive cyclist or pedestrian suddenly crossing the road. By the side of the road there were indeed two boys of about ten years of age gaping with open mouths at the spectacle that was tearing past. Imagine that he would have to avoid an obstacle and that he would hit those two kids. He couldn’t bare the thought of it. Still he didn’t have any other choice than to go flat out. At least, that was what he believed. He had taken a decision. Albeit one that was heavily contested by his friends. But he wanted to take his responsibility and bring his plan to a good end. In spite of the ever growing protest and Wingz’ clear intentions to pull the hand brake.

“I swear to you, we’re almost there. But then everything has to go very quickly. Prepare yourselves to untie your safety belts and to run as fast as you can!”

His words didn’t really convince, but Wingz didn’t lean as obviously towards the hand brake anymore and also Raff ceased his protest for the time being. That running-bit sounded a whole of a lot better than racing through the downtown area with a rain of bullets as desert. Christine put all of her faith in her beloved and Bobbie… remained Bobbie. So that was allright.

The surroundings became more familiar. They ended up in a long, broad street. A street with steaming yellow halogen illumination that due to a technical mishap was also wasting precious energy during daytime. Traffic still moved aside respectfully, be it under loud protest of several horns. The Cowboy pulled everything out of the now smoking Mercedes that it still got. The choppers were very close but the smoking engine took away their sight. The double rows of missiles on both sides were fully armed and ready. The pilots held their fingers on the trigger, prepared to fire as soon as the Merc would appear in the middle of their visor. But that didn’t immediately happen and also the General temporarily abandoned any attempt to hit The Five. The smoke made firing very risky. There were just too many civilians around and he had too many medals to lose when things went wrong.

There in the distance was the unlit publicity sign of a closed hamburger joint. A restaurant where one still hadn’t undertaken the slightest attempt to restore the broken façade because it was still closed off by a couple of wooden panels. And apparently this had been a good foresight. The Cowboy stepped on it for the last time and then wildly turned the wheel to the left. With a heavy blow the Mercedes crushed the wooden panels and flew into the restaurant by the hole in the wall. Under a lot of noise the car came to a stop at the back.

“Come on! Get out, quickly!!!”, the Cowboy shouted.

The others didn’t doubt for a second. They jumped out of the car and leapt through the service door behind the till. There they passed Tcherno-with-the-red-beard’s office but they didn’t pay any attention to him, Hank, Smif or the bunch of threadaways that were staring at them like if they had just seen a pink cow playing the banjo. They also didn’t care about the enormous pile of bank notes that were packed in big plastic bags, both on the desk and on the floor. The red beard had swallowed his last stump of cigar in utter shock. The Five ran as fast as they could.

“The car has crashed into that hamburger restaurant. Are we waiting for back-up?”, the pilot of one of the Apaches asked.

“No way! That will take far too long and by then the bird will be gone. Open fire! Now!”, the General shouted through his microphone.

“But General, what if there are civilians in...”

“You idiots! That restaurant was sealed off with wooden boards and therefore uninhabited. No more buts! Fire!!!”

“Like lightning bolts the two helicopters unleashed their deadly load on the still dust smoking building. Four missiles struck the restaurant via the front wall and immediately the windows and doors were belching gigantic fireballs. The walls cracked and burst. With a thundering racket the whole restaurant collapsed until there was only smoking debris left. On that moment also the policecars had arrived. The doors flew open and dozens of coppers approached the remains with drawn guns. 

However, their attention was all of a sudden distracted by a strange phenomenon. It started to rain. But not drops of water. It rained thousands of bank notes in all colours, with numbers varying from one to a hundred. The notes whirled on the shoulders of the stunned policemen, on their hats, on their shoes and their cars that were blocking the road. Other thousands of notes were driven by the wind further away and fell on rooftops or even right in the face of that angry man on the first floor who had just opened his window in order to find out who was making all that bloody noise. The air was coloured and the pavement covered. 

Then something began to move under the debris and the police officers sharpened their attention at once. It was crystal clear to them where all that money had originated from. And they also didn’t have to wonder anymore what kind of riffraff was stuck under the smoking remains. 

“Get out with you hands up!”, the officer who was in charge shouted.

Filthy hands, more claws full of brown stains from smoking, wriggled a way to freedom from under the rubble. There was coughing and moaning everywhere. One after the other the punks wormed their way to the surface, their hair scorched and their clothes unrecognisably grey of dust. Heaving they crawled on top of the pile of bricks that had once been a hamburger restaurant. 

“Don’t move! You’re all under arrest!”

The coppers jumped on top of the dizzy punks and put them handcuffs on. Twenty-five of them had been arrested in one single blow and thrown into the prison van. But the General was still not at ease. He had just landed with his helicopter and closely inspected all of the punks in order to assure himself that The Five had also been captured. Alas, this was still not the case. And to make things even worse, there didn’t seem to be a lot of life left under that ruin. Only at the back the bricks still moved a little. The General ran straight at it and pushed the present police officers roughly aside in order to make the last couple of arrests himself. But when he removed the debris in order to find – as he had hoped – The Five, to his disappointment he only found two strange creatures. One with flat-rolled, purple spiky hair and the other with a torn, not-very-new-anymore bathing cap. Panting they crawled out of the dusty hole. The General grabbed the man with the purple hair by the wrist. Not without any enjoyment of someone else’s mishaps he found that he knew that skinny man from the period that he had been on a training camp with the police, a long time ago. 

“Well, well… look who we have here! Our good old Hank! I like your new haircut. You should show yourself to Brunkie!”

“Err… Hello General! Gosh, am I glad that you’ve come to rescue me! You know, that bunch of low-life have kidnapped me! Yes, I swear it’s true! Kidnapped! I was locked up in this hole, without a single bite to eat. And then they smeared that weird stuff all over me and look what it did to my hair! There you see what kind of scum that is. Really vile!”

“Dear Hank, save your talk for court. I’ve received a very interesting phonecall about you from Brunkie. Do you know that they’ve found a very strange-looking bank account on the Bahamas? But of course, who would be so stupid to put his cash first on a local account before transferring it abroad? The bank manager in Brookden believed it was nothing more than his duty to report these irregularities to the police.”

“Account number? I don’t know anything about that! That’s the truth, or I can be struck by lightning on the spot!”

“Don’t worry, Hank, when you see your name on that Bahamas-account, your memory will come back again very quickly. And the bank director said that he also had a bone or two to pick with you. So if I were you, I’d start looking for a very good solicitor!”

“Oh, come on, General, I don’t believe you’re doing this! You can surely arrange something for me, can’t you? Right? For old times’ sake?”

“Don’t even think about suggesting this, mate! I’m warning you! If you don’t want to get the print of my fist on your ugly muzzle…”

The General suddenly stopped his lashing out. He also took off his hands from Hank. There even appeared a hint of a smile on his face.

“I give you one chance. One, do you understand? And then maybe I’ll do a good word for you with the judge.”

“Allright, allright. What do you want from me?”

“Those four young gangsters and their feminine accomplice!”

“O? Them?”

“Yes. Them.”

“Well, I wish that I could help you, but they’ve got nothing to do with me. Filthy little scoundrels! A very mean lot, you know! As far as I’m concerned you can shoot them all on the spot!”

“So you don’t know them, is that it?”

“Well, err, no.”

“Tough luck for you then.”

The General made a signal to a couple of police officers to put the cuffs on Hank and Smif. 

“Ho, but wait a minute… I err… know that girl”, Hank suddenly remembered.

“Now do you?”

“It’s kind of a delicate story. Err… I would rather discuss that with you in private.’

While he said this, Hank put on the most stupid face that the General had ever seen in his life. Then again, when he thought back about Bobbie during his interrogation… Hank all of a sudden realised how little he actually knew about Christine and he had to find a way to talk himself out of it. He deeply regretted that he hadn’t done his research very well because that would have given him a bit more bargaining material. But bargaining would be very difficult now. And that was one big blunder. The General lost his interest in Hank.

“Take those two along! And just to be sure, already call a battery of shrinks. They will have their hands full with those two!”, the General commanded.

“But... but...”, Hank protested in vain.

“At once, sir!”, the officers replied.

“Also commandeer a bulldozer. I want to turn this whole place upside down until we’ve got those five bastards behind bars. And I also want a perimeter around the entire neighbourhood. If they ever managed to escape from that restaurant, they can not have gone very far.” 

Much to the General’s annoyance the street was in no time packed with people who all desperately tried to get hold of a couple of notes. It became a total chaos and the policemen were pushed away by the mass. The General thought it was time for drastic measures to get the situation under control again and fired off a warning.
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The sewer was dark. Very dark even. But Christine had a lot of experience with these kinds of environments. The Five had left the metal ladder, which had brought them there through the entrance lid next to the restaurant, far behind them.

“Well I’ll be… Cowboy, how on Earth did you find this place?”, Wingz asked in pure admiration.

“Always follow your nose when you’re going to a restaurant.”

Raff had a thing or two to say right now about following his nose, but all in all he was glad they hadn’t been blown to apple stew.

The concrete tube ended up in the main sewer, which was situated under the street. It offered a quick getaway because the tube was so large that one could almost walk up straight in it. The shouting of the crowd disappeared ever more into the background and the bang of the warning shot also hardly resounded through the sewer.

But a different kind of noise that came from much closer, didn’t draw their attention. It didn’t come any nearer, but it didn’t go away either. It was kind of a shuffling-noise and it kept pursuing the five friends.

The sewer ended up in a big collector which had to be somewhere under a very busy crossing. Every now and then a big lorry thundered over them and the rumble was deafening at times. Five big and smaller sewage tubes came out in this enormous shaft and five little waterfalls of sewage water splashed into the stinking depth. Small dots of light cut through the holes in the collector’s lid; many feet above them. 

“What time is it now?”, the Cowboy asked.

“About fivish”, Wingz replied.

“Rush hour then and not the right time to climb out of this forsaken place.”

“What do we do then?”, Raff asked disappointed, “Keep mooching about here until its dark and quiet? That means that we’re still going to be stuck here for another five or six hours.” 

“And we haven’t eaten or drunk anything since that disgusting breakfast in the cell this morning”, Christine reminded the others about her growling stomach.

“I know”, the Cowboy said, “but we can hardly climb out of this sewer in broad daylight in the middle of busy traffic? Apart from the suicidal aspect, it’s just a little bit too conspicuous for me. Every policeman is probably out on the streets looking for us right now.”

“Well, then we’ll finally have made the TV news!”, Raff jested.

It suddenly appeared to the others that Raff hadn’t made a single remark yet about smell, filthy marks on his clothes and slimy little creatures during that entire time in the sewer. On the contrary, he was even making jokes! A little surprised they looked in his direction. It was pitch-dark and still they could make out his toothpaste-smile up to behind his ears, gleaming on his face.

“Raff? What the heck have you been up to now?”, the Cowboy asked in amusement. 

“Oh, nothing in particular. Look, this bag was just standing there and, well, all at once I was holding it in my hands. I swear it’s true! I just couldn’t help it. It went totally automatic.”

“What bag…”

“Raff showed them a big, blue garbage bag.

“It was just standing there by the door of that office in the restaurant. Just for grabs; as if someone had deliberately put it there for us. And I thought…”

“No, it can’t be…”, the others exclaimed.

“Have a look.”

Raff opened the bag and to everyone’s surprise it was packed with bank notes. 

“Notes of all different values”, Raff proudly went on, “that’s quite inconspicuous, isn’t it?”

The others were speechless. They didn’t hear the rumble of the lorries any longer. And also the thought of being stuck in this smelly hole for many hours to come didn’t bother them at all anymore. They all laughed and Raff took a lot of joy in receiving the many congratulations to his address.

“Raff, you are just brilliant!”, the Cowboy cheered. 

“Hah! So you know it then!”, Raff proudly replied.

The five friends embraced each other in happiness, for as far as their tight environment allowed them to anyway. The hunger had vanished for a moment and the wait wouldn’t be all that long anymore.
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The crossing was mostly abandoned now. Where only a couple of hours earlier half of the country had been worming itself a way home, it was exceptionally quiet around half ten. Every now and then a car whisked past through the dusk. But the moment had finally come that The Five could leave their dire shelter. 

Wingz climbed as first up the iron bars. With his enormous strength he managed to lift the lid a few millimetres to see if the coast was clear. In the distance he saw a few headlights from cars headed in their direction, but those were still almost a mile away. The – now destroyed – hamburger restaurant laid just a couple of hundred yards further on the main road, in the other direction. There were still fumes whirling up from the remains and a couple of blue flashing lights clearly marked the place where they had only just managed to escape death by explosion. There were also many orange flashing lights from bulldozers and cranes that were tearing the place upside down. Fortunately there were no coppers to be seen in the vicinity of the lid

“Now is the time, lads, but we have to be quick”, Wingz whispered.

He pushed the lid open and climbed out, after which he helped his friends one by one out of the shaft. The cars came nearer but were stopped for a moment by a traffic light that had just turned red. And on the other side the digging activities continued unabated. The police seemed to have concentrated all of their attention there. This gave Wingz more than enough time to gently put the lid back and rush after the others into a side street.

“Where are we going?”, Raff asked.

“I don’t know,” the Cowboy replied, “We can hardly jump on the first bus or tram. And on foot we’d not get out of here fast enough. It will not be very long anymore before the police will discover that we’re not buried under tonnes of rubbish and then they will increase their perimeter. If that happens it will become very difficult to slip through the maze.” 

The Cowboy’s sense of orientation also made an alarm bell go off.

“By the way, why are we going this way? This road will take us in a bend around the restaurant. If we took the little street on the other side of the main street we’d get away from here much faster, wouldn’t we?”

“I don’t know”, Wingz said, “Christine ran this way and we just followed her.”

Christine indeed ran a bit up front with a clear target in mind.

“Hey, Christine! Christine!”, the Cowboy shouted as softly as he could.

Christine stopped, a little frustrated.

“Stop making so much noise. What’s the matter?”

“Where are you going to? We should go that way!”

“No”, Christine replied, “we have to go over there!”

She pointed at something a bit further down the street. The others didn’t have a clue what she was getting at. The street was bordered on both sides with the dark shadows of houses that were barely illuminated by the white street lights. Suddenly Christine took a plastic object out of one of the pockets in her jeans and pushed a button.

“Jip jip”, a sound came from somewhere between the parked cars and bright orange lights blinked in the dark. Christine looked in triumph at the four amazed boys. 

“You don’t actually believe that I came all the way from Brookden on foot, now do you?”

“No, err... not quite”, the Cowboy stuttered, “But err…”

“Wow! A BMW M3!”, Raff said in a very approving fashion, “that’s no dog shit!”

“Yahoo!!!”, Bobbie shouted. He obviously fancied another ride.

“It’ll be a little tight on the rear seat”, Christine apologised, “but we’ll manage. Please pay attention to your dirty feet.”  

Very cheerful they took place in the beautiful, steel-grey sports car with its wonderfully-smelling leather interior, while Raff threw the bag of notes quickly in the trunk. Christine put the plastic key in its slot and wanted to press the starter button when she suddenly heard a frightening noise, right next to her right ear.

“Click”

It was the sound of the cock of a gun that was drawn. The sound was accompanied by a filthy stink of sweat, cigars, bad breath and sewer.

“Hello baby!”

Tcherno held the pistol against Christine’s temple.

“It took me a long time to figure out where I’ve seen you before. But now I remember. We’ve got to know each other very well, haven’t we dear?”

Christine’s look gently turned in Tcherno’s direction, full of disgust, aggression and fear. The other four were also speechless.

“Get out! Now!”, Tcherno ordered, “And no funny movements or this nice bit of crumpet will be wormfood!”

Resentfully they obeyed. Tcherno held his pistol firmly against Christine’s head and made it perfectly clear that she didn’t have to try anything stupid.

“Good. The four of you will nice and slow lie on your belly on the ground.”

The four hesitated.

“Get on with it!”, Tcherno roared.

Slowly the boys executed the command. Christine was still standing upright next to the door of her car with the pistol against her head.

“Nice, very nice. And as far as you’re concerned, honey, I would love to give you another good time. I’m sure you’ve always dreamt about it, haven’t you? To get laid by a real man in stead of these stupid little brats. Yeah, that’s it, isn’t it? You desire me, right? You want to feel me, I can smell it!”

Tcherno panted these words in Christine’s ear and licked her little lobe with his greasy shammy. Christine shut her eyes and shivered. All the memories she had oppressed for two years, flashed in front of her eyes more vividly than ever. All the gore details, all the horrible smells, all of that tearing pain. She wanted to restrain her tears, but one single drop rolled along her little nose.

“That turns you on, doesn’t it darling? You love it, don’t you?” Tcherno continued when he touched her body, “Pity I can’t stay for long. Otherwise there would surely have happened something beautiful between the two of us; isn’t that right my sweet, hot little bitch?”

To Christine’s great relief he suddenly stopped. He turned around her towards the open car door and winked at the boys who had been watching the gruesome scene from the ground in disgust.

“Thanks a lot, my friends, for having taken care so well of my hard-earned pennies! Hahahaaa! See you around!”

While he said this, Tcherno lowered his fat bum in the driver’s seat. He looked once more behind him, laughing at those pathetic little boys who were undoubtedly shitting in their pants on the ground. Hah! He knew he would get them one day and there they were. Stupid bunch of whining brats! He shook his lice-breeding head in malicious delight. His filthy beard, de-coloured by cigars, grated over his blobby chest. 

“Bang!!!”

In all his foolhardiness he had taken his eyes from Christine for one second. With all of her strength she had kicked the door closed while Tcherno hadn’t entirely withdrawn his right hand with the gun.

“Aaaaaaaauuuch!!!”, Tcherno screamed because of the biting twinge of pain in his shattered wrist. He immediately dropped the pistol and Christine picked it up in a flash. She raised her head again, slowly, and pointed the gun in the direction of the squirming punk leader whose wide-open little rat eyes expressed more fear than pain. 

“Get out! Now!!!”, Christine shouted in rage.

The four boys had also jumped on their feet and came standing next to her with thumping hearts. Christine was the holy coolness herself. Wild, roaring fire stood in her eyes and it was obvious that the least bit of resistance would result in a deadly reaction. Tcherno opened the door again and stepped out of the car more wobbling than anything else. His left arm held his right, screaming with pain. He looked up at Christine. No more fear but panic. Her look was that of a Fate, who could cut the thread of life of any earthly creature without the least bit of remorse. The pistol was directed with a firm hand at Tcherno’s fat head and Christine wouldn’t miss. Her finger slid over the trigger. Tcherno’s breath was squeaking. He couldn’t bring out a single word anymore, terrified of death. For him it had always been a very funny game. But for her it had been a torture and he knew it. He knew that she wanted revenge. He understood that her hunger could only be relieved with gallons of blood. 

The four boys looked frightened from Tcherno to Christine. Her teeth were visible and clenched together. She didn’t move an inch. All of her thoughts were focused on this ultimate moment of satisfaction. The moment that she would not only blow the devil who was physically standing in front of her to hell, but also the one who was still haunting her mind. 

The Cowboy put his hand lovingly on her shoulder.

“Please, Christine, don’t do it. For heaven’s sake…”

She remained silent. His words didn’t seem to get through to her for a moment. Then she slowly lowered the gun. And she grinned out of all things; her head still majestically high. Yes, she compassionately smiled and revealed her beautiful teeth. Under Tcherno there was a small pool. And also Tcherno’s pants weren’t entirely dry anymore. The red-haired monster shivered and then fell down of relief and pain, straight into the pool he had only just produced. He squeaked and whined like a sucking pig and kept holding his aching right wrist.  

“I’m going to regret this, you know”, Christine said.

“I don’t think so, my love. Indeed, the monster out of your dreams is still alive. But at least you’ve showed that you are better than him.”

Christine nodded. It was a truism. 

The Five took place again in the car and Christine put herself behind the wheel. Before she closed the door, she once more looked at the pathetic little heap of bastard that was still whimpering on the pavement. He looked back at her, dazzling. Then she suddenly pointed the gun at him again and fired. A deafening bang resounded through the sleeping street. Tcherno’s eyes were swollen up and his breath caught. The bullet had only just missed his substantial flee-market and struck the asphalt right behind him. She had missed on purpose.

“Why was that necessary? He was worth nothing anymore as it was?”, the Cowboy hissed.

“No, but now I can be sure of it that the police will come to arrest him immediately.

The Five gave each other an understanding look and burst out into laughter. Christine started the engine and under a loud howl they disappeared from the street, just on the moment that here and there the lights went on in the houses and the policemen by the hamburger restaurant jumped into their cars to come to inspect the place of the gunshot.

But by the time the officers found the heavily damaged gang leader in a pool of his own urine, there wasn’t a single trace left of the offenders. 
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“Where are we going to?”, Wingz asked.

“First to my apartment. Even Hank didn’t know where I was residing during my missions and we’ll be safe there for a brief wile. And then we’ll be able to wash this smell from our bodies.”

Raff was immediately full of joy because of the thought of a thorough scrub with bath&shower total body wash of Aquafwoom Deluxe; with apple-bergamot perfume.

“And then?”, the Cowboy asked with a smile, “Martinique, Seychelles? Bora Bora?”

“Let’s start with France of Italy”, Christine laughed, “That’ll be far enough for now. And besides, wouldn’t you let your friends decide for themselves what they are going to do from now on? Perhaps they finally want some peace too?”

“Peace?”, Wingz replied, “That’ll be ok for a few weeks, but then I’ve had it. What about you, Bobbie?”

“Whaaaaaa!”

That said enough.

“And you, Raff?”, Christine asked.

“Bah, now my career as a film producer is off anyway…”, he joked, “Where else can I go to than to stay with my good friends? Money isn’t all, you know.”

The others suddenly turned to Raff in astonishment.

“What???”, the Cowboy exclaimed, “And what about your Maserati? Your six-cupboard wardrobe? Your algae treatments and manicures? Your Vacherin watch? Your tailored Italian shoes? Your… women…”

“Oh, but those actually don’t cost a lot you know!”, Raff defended himself, “The art of the game is to let them believe that…”

And so he carried on enthusiastically for a while. Christine shook her head while she looked at him in her rear-view mirror. Then she turned her look at her great love, who was sitting next to her. The Cowboy and her didn’t hear the lively discussion on the rear seat any longer. They grabbed each other’s hand tight and smiled at each other. The future would bring what had to come. But one thing was certain for eternity: the love between them would never die.

The car tore across the abandoned, nightly streets.
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