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Hamsterdamned!
 
    
 
    
 
   Mike’s balls were on fire. He jerked forward, patting at his crotch, expecting to feel the burn on his hands as the flames engulfed them. The drunken haze in which he woke prevented him from seeing the conflagration immediately, and as he punched away, slapping his apparently bare bottom-half with both hands, he was suddenly aware of laughter, cruel and boisterous, all around.
 
   “Looks like he’s whacking off!” an excited voice said before erupting with laughter once again.
 
   As the miasma lifted, affording Mike a view of his cream-slathered crotch, it all came flooding back.
 
   Stag-do. Amsterdam. Bunch of asshole friends whose job it was to make his last few days as a single man as tortuous and pleasurable – often at the same time – as they possibly could.
 
   “How’s that feel, buddy?” John said. The sight of an empty tube of Deep Heat Max in his friend’s hand offered Mike little relief. Sure, his balls hadn’t been doused in petrol and set alight, as he’d first thought, but it still felt like it.
 
   Hissing, sucking air in through clenched teeth, Mike said, “You fuckers! Oh, fuck, that burns so bad.” It was all he could do not to pass out; this, he thought, is what my dick should feel like at the end of the weekend, not the beginning.
 
   Through watery eyes, a can of something green appeared. The sound of a ring-pull snapping pulled him from the depths of unequivocal agony into which he’d been sucked. Hey, your cock and balls are melting, but at least we have beer…
 
   Mike snatched the can from Stuart, who had laughed so much he’d turned an unnatural shade and seemed to be wearing a beard of mirth-induced drool. After pouring half a can on Big Jim and the Twins – he couldn’t be certain, but he thought he saw steam – he drank the rest in one thirsty gulp. A cheer went up around the minibus and Mike immediately forgave them for inflicting so much pain upon him.
 
   “Told you not to fall asleep,” John said, taking the empty seat next to the groom-to-be. “These fuckers are animals.”
 
   “Oh, I must have missed the part where you tried to stop us,” Stuart said, immediately followed by a snort that would make a pig blush.
 
   Mike wiped his eyes on his sleeve, being careful not to get any of the liquid lava in, or even near, them. “How long was I out for?” he said, reaching for another can. That was the great thing about stag-dos; you could drink until you feel asleep, wake up, and carry on where you left off. The only downside was that, in essence, you were having one final blowout before it all came to a grinding halt. Mike wondered how long it would be before Beth – of ‘will you please marry me, Beth?’ fame – started telling him who he could be friends with, and who he had to give the brush-off. It was only a matter of time, and when that time came, he knew he would do it. That’s what married life is, she’d say, and he’d nod like a dutiful dachshund, all the while discarding years of friendship as if it mattered less than a week’s toenail growth.
 
   “You’ve been asleep for an hour,” John said. “So far you’ve missed Tony lighting the mother of all farts, and Donald mooning a coachload of nuns.” He threw his head back, chuckling like a kid who’d just seen his first dirty magazine. “You should have seen their faces, dude. Looked like they’d never seen a black dude’s bare ass before.”
 
   And why would they? Mike thought. In fact, that was the last thing they’d probably expected to see on their way to whatever fucking nunnery they called home.
 
   Still, John persisted with his story, about how one of them had made the sign of the cross, and how another had made a finger-crucifix, as if Donald’s ass was a vampire, liable to bite her neck should it get close enough.
 
   “If you hadn’t fallen asleep,” John said, licking foam from a freshly-cracked beer, “you’d have seen it and your balls wouldn’t be looking like something from Attack of the Killer Tomatoes!”
 
   Mike was tired. The trip had been underway for less than twelve hours and he was ready to turn around head back to Birmingham. That was the thing. His days of partying were over; it was time to grow the fuck up and act his age. Thirty-two was nothing, not really, and certainly not to his buddies, who saw nothing wrong with dragging alcohol-marinated slappers back to their respective bedsits for one night of instantly forgettable, and practically ineffectual, lovemaking. Mike had moved in with Beth, waved goodbye to his eight-by-eight shed he’d called home, and was now spending his nights talking; talking about kids, about kids’ names, and about who the kids were going to take after. I hope they take after you because you’re tall. No, I hope they take after you because you’re smart. No, they won’t take after either of us because we’re not doing that thing we have to do to fucking make kids. Mike had listened to her incessant yapping, replying with the occasional nod – it kept her happy – and saying things like, ‘That’s a nice name,’ and, ‘I’m sure it won’t hurt.’ He’d listened, because that’s what good men do, but if the truth be told he wasn’t ready for kids, not yet. It had taken him two years to propose, and another six months to set a date. Who the fuck was he kidding by pretending he was ready to shoot out a few sprogs?
 
   “You’re thinking about her, aren’t you?” John said. He sounded disappointed. “Snap out of it, man. This is probably the last time she’s ever gonna let you go out again. After this it’ll be nights in with mutual foot-massages; before you know it, you’ll be reading the babies a story and getting up five times a night to change shitty nappies.”
 
   John was right; this was his weekend – his final weekend as a free man – and the last thing he should have been thinking about was Beth.
 
   “You’re right, mate,” Mike said. “And I really appreciate you putting all this together. I don’t appreciate you burning off my nut-sack, but I know you’ve put a lot of time and effort into this.” He smiled.
 
   “Just enjoy the ride,” John said as he uncapped a hip-flask. He handed it to Mike. “You’re going to have the best weekend of your fucking life. I guaran-fuckin-tee it.”
 
   Taking a long, hard slug from the hip-flask – probably should have sniffed it first, though he didn’t think they’d go as far as handing him piss to drink – Mike glanced out through the window as a cheer erupted throughout the minibus. They were just passing a large green sign; pockmarked and weathered, it announced their arrival and the start of what John promised to be, The best weekend of your fucking life.
 
   Welkom In Amsterdam.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Amsterdam. The Venice of the North. Home to more bicycles than people. Where fifty euros will get you three hookers and a large bag of something green and aromatic, that is, if you don’t mind your hookers with the odd appendage missing. Where the tourists visit Coffee-shops while the residents drink in Koffie Huises (the same thing but with 100% less space cake and hashish). Where, if you step blindfolded off the riverbank into the canal, there is a very good chance you will land on a fucking houseboat.
 
   Amsterdam. Home to Dierenhoekje. Roughly translated as Animal Corner; a small pet shop sidling the Amstel. In its tarnished window two kittens rolled around, batting each other playfully across the face. The sign hanging in the door flashed closed, though it always did, even when they were open – especially when they were open. 
 
   The proprietor, Guus Barnhart, refused to waste any more money on the place. He’d spent his entire life trying to build a successful business, and what happened? Some prick gave the go-ahead to build a pet superstore on the opposite side of the river. Every day he lifted the shutters to find that giant fucking balloon dog, taunting him from across the bridge. Occasionally, Guus would relieve his pent-up aggression by taking pot-shots at the thing with his .22. He’d hit it a few times, too, and watched it slowly deflate like the cocksucking canine it was. The next day, there it was again, repaired by some sick sonofabitch with access to an apparently endless supply of puncture repair-kits.
 
   “Nice day today,” Anneke said, glancing out through the window. Anneke wasn’t a bad wife; she just didn’t realise how close her husband was to the edge, or that he’d envisioned killing her with a dog-chew, pummelling her to death with one of the rubber bones he kept out back, strangling her with one of the ferret-leads hanging up next to the counter. He loved her, though, for the most part.
 
   “Is it?” Guus irritably grumbled. He cast the clock a cursory glance; an expected delivery of hamsters was late. It didn’t bode well for the rest of the day.
 
   “Look at how beautiful the sky is,” Anneke said – nay, fucking sang like something from a Rodgers and Hammerstein musical. She was no Julie Andrews; she was barely a Julio Iglesias. “Doesn’t it make you happy to be alive?”
 
   She was really getting on Guus’s tits. “Dear, a tricky shit would make you happy to be alive,” he said, flicking nonchalantly through a cat-food catalogue.
 
   She laughed, which was odd because he hadn’t meant it as a joke. “You really need to cheer up,” she said, spinning around and around, her dress lifting up so that Guus could almost see the cobwebs. “The delivery will be here in a moment. More beautiful animals to sell.” She sighed.
 
   I wish I could sell you, Guus thought. Or trade you for a stump-toed gecko.
 
   “Do you know what day it is?” Anneke asked. The question came so suddenly that Guus was scared to answer it.
 
   “Friday?” he said, not intending it to be a question. As if to rectify his mistake, he repeated it with more conviction. “Friday.”
 
   Anneke frowned, playfully placed her hands on her hips. Guus wanted to drop-kick her through the front door. “Silly,” she said. “It’s our anniversary. Forty years we have been together, and you forgot.”
 
   “I didn’t forget,” he said. “I just didn’t think we bothered anymore. I’ve had the same ingrown toenail now for ten years, but I don’t wake up on the anniversary of its appearance and give it shit. All I’m saying is that you, my beautiful, funny, talented…” he couldn’t keep up these painful lies for much longer, “…wife of seemingly forever, you are always there, and every day is a celebration.” God, he could spout bullshit better than most. Judging by her expression – the way her mouth had fallen open – he’d failed to get away with it on this occasion.
 
   Anneke was just about to retort when the front window exploded inward. Guus saw the front bumper of a van, watched as it tore his wife in half before slamming into the fish-tanks lining the far wall. It all happened in slow motion. As the fish spilled out into the store, Guus wondered if he had time to save them. Forget Anneke, who was in several pieces, most of which were floating out into the street on a sea of tropical-fish and spilled bird seed. It all took less than three seconds; Guus hadn’t even had a chance to wish his wife a happy anniversary before she was cruelly and violently ripped from existence by some strange happenstance. He’d had time to shit his pants, though, and shit them he had. Funny, he thought, how a little scare can just suddenly relax your bowels.
 
   It was also funny, he thought, that the van which had decimated his business and eradicated his wife bore the same logo – two rabbits copulating – as the very company who were late with his hamster delivery.
 
   As water continued to trickle out through the massive van-shaped hole in his frontage, Guus sloshed his way through the shop, towards the bloodied and battered vehicle. He believed his indifference to his wife’s demise to be a result of shock; he had still loved her, despite her charmless and often maddening persona. You just never expected a van to come piling though your shop window and grinding your missus into something you’d find between bread at a Dennis Nielsen barbecue.
 
   “Hello?” Guus said, stepping around the van, trying his best to catch a glimpse of the driver. “Are you okay in there?” Silly question, but relevant. “You appear to have caved the front of my shop in and squashed my wife to death.’ Also relevant, but probably not the time or place to mention it. 
 
   Just then, the back door of the van burst open. Guus leapt back, slipping on a shubunkin, which had had problems of its own before being trod into the carpet. He half-expected masked men to leap out, like they did in those raid movies with Denzel Washington or Clive Owen, so it came as a bit of a shock when six hamsters made a run for it.
 
   “You little bas…” He trailed off as he scrambled to catch the rodents. He’d paid for them – four euros each – and he was damned if he was going to let twenty-four euros slip through his fingers. Of course, they did. It was like trying to catch smoke, only furrier and – as was the case with two of them – more ginger.
 
   Out they went, onto the street where a pizza-delivery guy on a scooter swerved to avoid them. He did, just about, and moments later when he regained consciousness – but unfortunately not kneecaps – he told himself he’d done the right thing.
 
   “Come back here, you little furry shits!” Guus said, rushing from Dierenhoekje (Animal Corner now without any animals) and into the road. “I paid good money for you.”
 
   The six creatures were taking no chances. Sensing this mad sonofabitch, who appeared to be wielding a dead woman’s severed arm as a sword, would not give in until he caught them, they leapt straight into the Amstel.
 
   “Squeak,” one of them said as they drifted downstream. A moment later, something struck it in the head. It faltered for a second, but quickly regained its composure. Hamsters are intelligent creatures, and know when somebody’s throwing detached arms at them. It squeaked again, and all six rodents chittered in one final act of dissent at the poor enraged man on the embankment before disappearing into the distance.
 
   Guus made his way back to the shop, or what was left of it. He didn’t know what made him angrier: the van parked in the middle of the store wearing bits of Anneke’s flesh like Lady GaGa at a fashion show, or that the driver still hadn’t dragged his clumsy ass out to apologise.
 
   “If you’re drunk in there, you’re in very big trouble,” Guus said, though he anticipated the driver would have some explaining to do, either way. Guus was about to speak again when the horn honked. Not once, or twice, but unremittingly. It was one of those noises which makes your teeth itch.
 
   Guus rushed for the driver’s door, accidentally kicking an overturned Russian tortoise across the room like a hockey puck. As soon as he was level with the window, he saw the driver, face planted firmly against the steering wheel. He pulled the handle and the door thunked open. More fish and body-parts slipped out into the store; Anneke’s head rolled from between the driver’s lap and landed in a cup-holder.
 
   “Are you okay?” Guus said, gently easing the driver’s head away from the wheel. The guy’s nose was broken, and teeth spilled out through his slack-jawed mouth, suggesting years of cosmetic dentistry was on the cards at the very least. Guus slapped him once, as if he hadn’t been through enough pain. “Come on. Answer me. Are you okay?”
 
   The driver spluttered then. He was alive. “Ha…hamsters,” he said, though it came out as hasta, proving that teeth are actually advantageous when it comes to speech.
 
   “Yeah, my hamsters,” Guus said, trying to keep his calm. It was difficult. His shop had been destroyed, his wife had been annihilated and, to top it all off, six hamsters – all paid for – had gone all Great Escape on his ass. “I just watched them floating off down the fucking Amstel. I’m pretty sure one of them gave me the finger.”
 
   The man spat a tooth out. “You…they aren’t…evil hamsters…”
 
   “You aren’t making any sense,” Guus said. “Are. You. Simple?”
 
   Shaking his head, the driver tried again. “They attacked me…escaped from cages…they’re not…they’re not right.”
 
   “I know they’re not right,” Guus said. “Who’s ever heard of a hamster that likes to swim?”
 
   The driver groaned. Glancing down, he saw Anneke’s severed head, though now it was wearing a gherkin and a modicum of mayonnaise. “I…sorry…” He trailed off, or died, one or the other. After a few minutes of silence, Guus realised it was the latter.
 
   Well, that’s that, he thought. Typical. Anneke had been the one to tidy the store, to mop the floor, to sweep up the fish-flakes and bird-seed. It was amazing the lengths that some people would go to in order to shirk their responsibilities.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “I’ve heard about this great place,” John said. “Once we’re all checked in at the hotel, we have to go there first.”
 
   Mike wanted to sleep. His head hurt, his eyes were sore, and above all else his scrotum felt like it had been sandpapered by Michael J. Fox. “What’s so great about it?” he asked, trying not to sound like too much of a buzz-kill. Either way, he’d do what John wanted to do. For the next three days he was placing himself, somewhat reluctantly, in the hands of his best friend. It was the least he could do to show his appreciation.
 
   But then John said a word, a single word, but it was enough to make Mike realise he was in the not-so-safe hands of an absolute maniac.
 
   “Midgets.”
 
   Mike almost dropped his backpack. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You’re gonna love it,” John said, handing the minibus driver what he believed to be suitable recompense. It wasn’t, and the driver made an obscene gesture as he climbed back onto the bus, muttering, “Toeristische idiot.”
 
   “I’ve seen midgets before,” Mike said. “We are talking about the same thing, aren’t we? Small humans? Don’t like being referred to as midgets, but we do it anyway?”
 
   “You ain’t seen midgets like these,” John said, patting Mike on the shoulder. “Trust me. It’s going to be fucking awesome.”
 
   “Come on, assholes,” Stuart said. Donald and Tony were standing just behind him, pointing at women and mumbling incoherently to one another. “Let’s get this party started.” It was the kind of outdated thing Mike expected Stuart to say. As the youngest of the group – and not exactly a spring chicken at thirty – Stuart utilised words that hadn’t been heard in decades. He was trying to bring “naff” back; said it had just as much potential as “whack” or “peace”.
 
   The hotel, a not entirely elegant affair called De Ene Ster – The One Star, though none of them had picked up on that when the booking was made – was situated in the heart of the city. If they’d had the forethought to visit Trip Advisor, they would have read the following review: Shithole. Don’t stay here unless you fancy a bout of something terminal. We had the double-room, as did apparently the cat-population of Amsterdam before us. We couldn’t move for shit. Even the shit, which was crawling with fauna, had done little baby shits. We found syringes in the toilet, and a mouldy pizza in the airing-cupboard, amongst the dirty towels and used tampons. The electricity was intermittent at best, and the beds (not that either of us had the nerve to sleep in them) appeared to be constructed entirely from termites. Don’t even get me started on service. The old bag downstairs – Wilhelmina I believe the desiccated crone was called – refused to give us a refund, and when we threatened legal action she got her son (who could also be her husband, we weren’t sure) to bully us out of the building. I can honestly say that De Ene Ster is a nightmare from the ground-floor up, and that one star is one too many. The Guantanamo Bay of Amsterdam. Avoid. P.S. I think something died in Room 8.
 
   “Smells like something died in here,” Mike said, choking back tears and vomit.
 
   John, ever the optimist, said, “Where’s your sense of adventure, mate?”
 
   “Where’s your sense of smell,” Mike said. “And look at the state of this.” He’d opened the airing-cupboard, and was now holding what looked like a Hawaiian with extra ham.
 
   “That’s funny,” John said, dropping his bag on the bed. “I didn’t order room service.” He laughed. Mike didn’t. “Aw, come on, mate. This was nice and cheap. I got it so we had more money to blow on hookers and hashish. And look.” He pointed out through the window to what appeared to be a building-site. “Look at that view.”
 
   Mike was looking. He was looking for somewhere else to stay. “You do know I’m not going with any hookers,” he said. “I’m getting married next week.”
 
   “Exactly,” John said, admiring the scenery. A particularly swanky-looking steamroller had caught his attention. “What better present to give to your darling Beth on your wedding night than a dose of chlamydia? A sort of thank you for all those miserable years to come.”
 
   Mike thought about countering but chose not to. It was better not to bite.
 
   “Dude, you can’t come to Amsterdam, the sex and drugs capital of the world, and not get your dick wet. That’s like going to Syria and not getting blown up.”
 
   “Mate, I really appreciate what you’ve done for me, I do, and I’m going to have a great time…” He glanced around the room, at the mouldy, cold pizza in his hand, at the diggers out front building a sister-hostel for De Ene Ster. “…Yeah, it’s going to be awesome, but I don’t need pressure from you. I expect it from those dickheads next-door, but cut me some slack, bro.”
 
   John sighed. “Okay. I promise. I won’t make you do anything that you’re uncomfortable with. I just don’t want you to go home, settle down nice and cosy with the missus, and be sitting there one day, with your Financial Times on your lap, wondering what might have happened if you’d let yourself go a little.”
 
   Mike laughed. It was an unfamiliar sound, and slightly startling. “Dude, when was the last time you saw me with a newspaper?”
 
   “You get a subscription with the marriage-certificate,” John said. “Along with unlimited vouchers for piano lessons and the Build-A-Bear Workshop. Are you sure you’ve thought this through?” He smiled, making light of the question, though Mike could see he was serious.
 
   “I love Beth,” he said. “Which is why I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her. I already lied to her about this.” He gestured to the city beyond the stained and fingerprint-ridden window. “She thinks I’m in Blackpool, for fuck’s sake.”
 
   “Ah,” John said. “Which goes to show that you’re not ready to give up on this wild ride just yet. We had to lie to her, mate. She would never agree to let you go to Amsterdam. What kind of sick bitch packs her husband-to-be off to Amsterdam for his stag-do?”
 
   “Don’t call her that.”
 
   “Don’t blame yourself for lying to her, is all I’m saying. If she trusted you, which she obviously doesn’t, then we’d have been able to take you to Whoreville, Yoo Ess Ay without her getting her knickers in a bunch.”
 
   Just then the door flew open, so suddenly that Mike considered diving for cover.
 
   “Let’s go catch us some midgets!” Donald said, striding into the room, swinging his donkey-dick around like Charlie Chaplin’s cane.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Johan, owner of Smokey Jo’s on the Rembrandtplein, couldn’t believe what he was being told. At first he thought it was a joke, but he could now see the sincerity in Armando’s face.
 
   “You serious?” he said, removing his oven-gloves and slamming them down on the countertop. “You fucking serious?”
 
   Armando looked uncomfortable, and had every right to be. Johan wasn’t a guy with who to fuck. He had a fearsome reputation; people had a tendency to just disappear around him. Armando wondered what was in the basement of Smokey Jo’s.
 
   “I’m sorry, mijn vriend,” Armando said, nervously scratching his head. “People have been having bad reactions to it. One guy’s head inflated to twice its normal size. Grew so big it jus’ popped, like a fucking blackhead. I’ve been assured of a full refund—“
 
   “Oh, you have,” Johan interrupted, feigning joy. “That makes everything alright then, doesn’t it? In the meantime, I’ve got eighteen fucking space-cakes not fit for human consumption on the off-chance my customer’s heads might explode.” For a human, he’d taken on a very peculiar hue.
 
   Armando shuffled anxiously from one foot to the other. The last thing he wanted was to discover what was in the basement. “Look, I’ll make it up to you,” he said, though he didn’t know how.
 
   “How about you go and find me some replacement hasj so that I don’t have a bar full of pissed off patrons, and in the meantime I don’t jam my foot up your ass so far you’ll be tasting fucking leather?”
 
   That, Armando thought, sounded like a good deal. He turned to leave.
 
   “And get rid of all these fucking cakes,” Johan said. “Can’t believe I’ve wasted all morning baking these. Come in here talking ‘bout exploding heads…”
 
   “You want me to throw them out?” It didn’t sound like a dumb question until about a second after it passed his lips. 
 
   “No, I want you to eat them. I want you to take one and give it to your moeder, and make her eat it until her head comes off. That would be suitable punishment for giving birth to such a useless kut.”
 
   Armando loved his mother, so he decided not to do that. Instead, he unloaded the ovens of dodgy space-cakes, bagged them up, and took them out to the trash.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Squeak.”
 
   “Squeak.”
 
   “Squeak.”
 
   The conversation had run along those lines since they’d dragged their saturated asses out of the Amstel. Cold, wet, and very annoyed, the hamsters had found somewhere to settle until they were dry; somewhere they wouldn’t be trod on or punted by little hooligans wearing Feyenoord shirts.
 
   “Squeak,” one of the white ones said.
 
   Another one replied with, “Squeak.” In all honesty, they could have been planning to assassinate Prime Minister Rutte and nobody would know about it. People wandered by, unaware that at their feet, concealed by the large green container belonging to Smokey Jo’s, six not-quite-right hamsters were deep in discussion over what to do next. It wasn’t as if the police were after them, some secret arm of the law tasked with hunting and exterminating rogue rodents. They were finally free of their cages. They’d had to bite a man half to death in order to escape, and then of course there was that poor woman, splattered across the windscreen like some giant bug from a David Cronenberg movie, but it was a small price to pay for freedom.
 
   A loud bang from behind startled the hamsters, who crowded together, ready to fight to the death, or at least bite the living shit out of anyone who tried to pick them up. Two large, sandaled feet approached them. The creatures ground their teeth in anticipation. The toes looked filthy, but if it came down to it none of them would hesitate. Besides, they were starving. They’d eat the crotch off a low-flying vulture, given half a chance.
 
   “Squeak,” one of the gingers whispered; they were hamsters, but that didn’t make them stupid.
 
   The feet stopped right next to them. The rodents could practically smell the Limburger.
 
   There was a metallic chink overhead. The hamsters prepared for the worst. A voice said, “Oh, well that’s just fucking brilliant. Does nobody empty this?” A plastic bag landed at the sandaled feet, before the person they were attached to cursed in Dutch and walked away.
 
   For a moment, none of the creatures moved. Whether they were counting their blessings, or taking a moment to compose themselves, it was difficult to tell, but eventually five of them singled out the smallest and sent it to investigate the contents of the bag.
 
   “Squeak,” they said, egging it on, sending the little white fur-ball off into no-man’s land, alone and unprepared. As it slowly traversed the foot and a half between trashcan and plastic bag, its life flashed before its eyes. Memories of the cage, and before that Mother eating three of his sisters and two of his brothers. Ah, those were the days. Happy days. And now he was off, heading towards dangers unknown, trembling like a shitting dog as the others – friends? Fellow escapees? – offered squeaks of encouragement. With each step, the hamster heard the words, Why me? Why me? It became almost hypnotic, and before the little creature knew what was what, its snout was pressed up against the plastic.
 
   “Squeak,” one of the others said. Don’t just sniff the fucking thing. Chew through it.
 
   Yeah, the white hamster thought. If ever there was a time for the old adage, Rather you than me, it was now. Still, he’d come this far; what kind of fraidy-cat would back out now.
 
   He opened his maws, exposing upper and lower incisors that were more than sharp enough to do the job. He bit, gnawed, chewed, spat out bits of plastic that were in no way tasty nor nutritional. And then something remarkable happened. The rodent’s mouth began to fill up with something sweet, something unfeasibly delicious. The hamster had never tasted anything like it; brown sugar, chocolate, almonds, hashish…of course, the hamster didn’t know this. All he knew was that it was some good shit, and that he was now loath to tell the others, at least not until he’d had his fill.
 
   “Squeak,” a voice said from the white hamster’s side. Before Whitey knew what was happening, all six of them were tearing at the plastic, rending through it with razor-sharp incisors. The bag contained something special, something impossibly flavoursome and…somehow wrong.
 
   After a few minutes, all six of them were full, rolling around on their backs, stomachs distended, cheek-pouches bulging, chirping and giggling at one another. There was plenty of the yummy stuff left, and by God they would work their way through it all if it was the last thing they did. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Detective Koenraad of the Amsterdam Police Detectives Bureau said, flipping his notepad into the open position. “Hamsters did this?”
 
   Guus nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “I believe the hamsters attacked the driver, causing him to crash through my shop window and squash my wife, before making a run for it.” He couldn’t understand what was so difficult to grasp about his story, but that was the fifth time he’d had to repeat himself.
 
   Koenraad offered his two friends from the Uniformed Patrol Division a roll of the eyes. In turn, they stifled giggles. It was all very unprofessional, and Guus made a mental note to write a strongly worded letter to the Chief of Police. “Meneer Barnhart, I don’t know what happened here, and I’m humouring you simply because I believe you are suffering from shock, but I will need a more sensible explanation as soon as you’ve gathered yourself.”
 
   “I’m telling the truth,” Guus said. “The driver, just before he died, told me that the hamsters had attacked him, that they were evil. After watching a van bodily dismantle my dear Anneke, I can see what he means.”
 
   One of the uniformed politieagenten plucked the woman’s head from the van. “What should I do with this, boss?” he asked, holding Anneke’s severed bonce by the hair.
 
   “Well, you can start by getting her out of her grieving husband’s face,” Koenraad said. “Honestly, don’t they teach you idiots tact?”
 
   Guus added the insensitive faux pas to the list of things to put in his letter, before saying, “Look, I don’t know what else to tell you. There are six murderous little bastard hamsters out there, probably lauding it up as we speak. I’ve got a delivery-van parked, illegally, might I add, in my shop, and I’ve got to sleep alone tonight because my wife’s in Lord knows how many pieces.”
 
   Koenraad flipped his notepad shut. He’d only been doodling, anyway. “Okay, we’ll have a team out here at some point this afternoon to tidy up this lot, but if you’re saying that hamsters are responsible for this, then I’m afraid there’s very little we can do. It’s not like there’s a prison for rodents.” He smirked.
 
   “There’s no bunny borstal either,” one of the uniformed fools added, surprisingly to little effect.
 
   “So that’s it, is it? You’re just going to let the little blighters get away with it. My wife of forty years, murdered in our anniversary, of all days, and there’s nothing you can do?”
 
   Koenraad nodded. “That’s pretty much the gist of it, Meener Barnhart. Please accept my commiserations, but you know what you should do now?”
 
   Guus didn’t, and his countenance must have revealed as much.
 
   “Get yourself over to the red light district. You’ll feel better once you’ve had some boobies flapping in your face.”
 
   As Detective Koenraad and his gang of uniformed monkeys left Animal Corner (now with seven pigeons and two stray cats), Guus contemplated what he was going to do next. He couldn’t stand idly by while six evil hamsters ran amok through the city. Technically, they belonged to him; he had a receipt to prove it, though it was covered in van-driver blood and was now part of a crime-scene. He couldn’t – wouldn’t – allow the little furry fuckers to cause any more harm. He gathered his tranquiliser gun and a box of darts from the store-room. It was, he thought, more challenging than hunting elephants or rhinos, but he was a pretty good shot, able to knock a mosquito out of the air from six feet.
 
   “You’d better run, you poor-man’s gerbils,” he said, loading the rifle. “Daddy’s coming to get you.” It was cheesy, but unless you were an over-the-hill movie-star, vengeful one-liners were almost impossible to pull off.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   John had been absolutely right. Mike had never seen midgets like this before. What they were doing on stage was physically impossible, not to mention borderline scandalous.
 
   “See,” John said, leaning back in his chair and sipping at something luminous. “Fucked up, huh?”
 
   That was an understatement. Mike had just sat through two hours, in which he’d witnessed a gargantuan – and possibly inbred – man juggling naked midgets, naked midgets wrestling one another into unconsciousness; one game involved a paddle with nails in it, which resulted in several of the little fellas being rushed to hospital, bleeding profusely through myriad holes. It was entertaining in the same way as a George Bush Jr. speech; you couldn’t help but watch, no matter how cringe-worthy.
 
   “This is fucking awesome,” Tony said, leaning in to the table and almost knocking the empties off. He exchanged a high-five with Donald who, for some reason or other, was now wearing a Dutch bonnet and very little else.
 
   “Can we get some more drinks over here?” Stuart said to a passing waitress. She smiled. “Your name wouldn’t happen to be Heidi, would it?”
 
   The waitress shook her head and simulated laughter. “No, no. I’m Mieke, ja.”
 
   “Well, Mieke,” Stuart whispered conspiratorially. “What time do you get off? ‘Cos you Mieke me horny.” As a joke, it was shit, and if the desired effect was to annoy the waitress and send her scurrying for the bar without taking their order, then he’d succeeded. “Well, I guess I’m going to the bar,” he said. “Same again?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” Tony said, necking what remained in his glass. “And keep an eye on Mieke. Got a feeling she wants to spit in our drinks.”
 
   As Tony disappeared into the crowd, a new act took to the stage. Mike enjoyed pole-dancing midgets as much as the next deviant, but he found himself trying not to watch as the minute woman gyrated and ground her genitals against the bar.
 
   “Shall we go someplace else after this?” he said. “Once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all.”
 
   “Fancy a smoke?” John said, putting his thumb and forefinger together and inhaling deeply. “Set us up for the red light district tour later?”
 
   Mike thought he’d made himself clear about where he stood on the hookers, but apparently not.
 
   “Dude, you don’t have to fuck ‘em,” Tony said. “Just a bit of window-shopping. It’s good for the soul, if you know what I mean?” He grabbed his crotch in a display that was completely unnecessary. “Me, on the other hand, I plan to be up to my nuts in guts by midnight.”
 
   “That’s a beautiful phrase,” Mike said. “Shakespeare, was it?”
 
   Tony shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “Might be.”
 
   When Stuart returned with the drinks, Mike finished his quickly, hoping that the others would follow suit. On the way out, he found himself apologising to Mieke, who informed him that she had spit in all of their drinks except his, because he seemed like a nice man, unlike his friends. He didn’t know whether to believe that, or not. She was pretty, he told himself. As far as spit went, he wouldn’t have minded drinking hers.
 
   Outside, the air was fresh. Nice. Surprisingly clean. He’d got it into his head that Amsterdam reeked of marijuana. No matter where you went, it would be there. You would wake up stoned and go to bed stoned and drunk. That wasn’t the case, not really. Not unless you wanted it to be.
 
   “Where to, mate?” John said. “This is your weekend. I’m just the guide.”
 
   After the surreal midget-fest that had been Small ‘n Sensual, Mike did fancy something a little more relaxed. Somewhere quiet, somewhere he could call Beth from to let her know that everything was fine and that Blackpool was reasonably quiet for the time of year. She’d like that.
 
   “Coffee house?” he said.
 
   John grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Nobody knows what a stoned hamster looks like, but if you were to see one, you’d know straight away that it had been on the wacky-baccy. Beneath the trashcan sitting outside Smokey Jo’s, six evil little hamsters lay sated, and slightly festive. They had spent the last hour eating the yummy stuff; their cheeks were full of it, just in case somebody came and took away the large bag of the best thing that had ever happened to them.
 
   About fifteen minutes in, the rodents had forgotten what they were eating, or why they were eating at all. Everything seemed to drift away on a sea of unicorn sperm. The passing feet – and there were a lot of them – had transmuted into bright orange hooves; the bag containing the yummy stuff was no longer made of plastic, but of tartan bagpipe covers. Every time one of them gnawed at it, it wheezed tunefully. 
 
   Two of the hamsters had fallen asleep on the half-hour mark, curled up against one another as if in some odd state of non-penetrative coitus. The other four had laughed, pointed, called the embracing rodents faggots and bum-lords. It is an unknown statistic amongst the human race that three in four hamsters are incorrigibly homophobic.
 
   As the sky darkened – after spending fifteen minutes as a pink blanket with neon rubber ducks drifting across it – the hamsters found themselves mesmerised and in an exquisite state of contentment. The cuddlers woke up just in time to watch the bright yellow ball in the sky as it descended beyond the buildings. It was all very pleasant.
 
   “Squeak,” one of them said with a sense of urgency not known amongst rodents.
 
   The others felt it too; something inherently wrong with their innards. At first it was just a pang, nothing unusual considering what they’d devoured in such a short space of time. But then it worsened, and the hamsters rolled around, clearly distressed. The euphoria they had been experiencing only a moment before dissipated. All that remained was an agony that they wouldn’t have wished upon their worst enemies, not that hamsters tended to harbour grudges.
 
   Suddenly, the black hamsters began to inflate, as if someone – and there must be a fetish for it somewhere – was blowing air into their anuses. The other four watched in horror, hoping that the strange phenomenon only affected the black ones. It also remains unknown amongst humans that almost fifty-seven percent of hamsters are irredeemably racist.
 
   If somebody had come along at that moment, responding, perhaps, to the strange and constant squeaking behind the trashcan, they might have mistook the six hamsters for rabbits, or even those pathetic dogs which supermodels carted round in designer handbags. Fortunately, it was an odd time of night in Amsterdam. Most people were off smoking, or browsing windows. Your average Joe-Tourist was preparing for a night on the tiles, and those unruly bachelors whose sole purpose it was to get as ruined as possible were either too tanked or high to notice strange noises emanating from stationary objects. Plus, as seasoned dope-heads are aware, it is impossible to hear anything over the sound of your own heartbeat once the magic weed takes hold.
 
   “Squeak,” one of the hamsters said. Gone was the shrill cry of a miniature rodent; in its place, a sonorous roar that sounded more like a burp than anything else. It came out so unexpectedly that the rodent fell backwards, knocking two of its still-growing compatriots into the bag of yummy stuff.
 
   Something, it thought as it steadied its trembling and expanded haunches, is definitely wrong with us.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The first thing Mike noticed as they entered the coffee-shop was the tables. Daubed in graffiti, they looked like some of the garage doors back home. Several huge, low couches were positioned around the tables; large, ceramic ashtrays were the centrepieces. In the background, a slow, electronic beat pounded continuously, but there was something nice about it. The proprietor certainly knew how to create an ambience.
 
   They located a table and slumped onto the couches, sinking into them, almost feeding them their asses. “Comfy,” Tony opined. “I’ll be asleep before we smoke anything.”
 
   On the table sat a bunch of menus; John handed them around. “Now, some of this shit is strong. I once heard of a man getting so stoned on this shit that he actually went into the future.”
 
   Mike laughed. “Fuck off,” he said.
 
   “I swear on my mother’s life,” John said, scanning the menu as if he had already decided on the brand he wanted. “Came back crying about aliens and shit. I think they put him in a home, or something.”
 
   “Do you believe everything you hear?” Donald said. The bonnet was gone, and Donald had decided that a shirt was required for the rest of the evening. “Didn’t you say that your uncle saw Bigfoot?”
 
   “Uncle Charlie did see Bigfoot,” he said. “Caught that hairy bastard on camera, too.”
 
   “What happened to the film?” Tony said.
 
   “Took it in to get it developed. Next thing you know, it’s gone. The people at the development centre said they didn’t know anything about it; that without a receipt, they wouldn’t be able to help.” He placed the menu on the table and sighed. “Fucking conspiracy, man.”
 
   A silver-haired man wearing an apron appeared from seemingly nowhere. He looked as if he’d smoked his fair share. In fact, he looked like he hadn’t experienced fresh air in eons. “Welcome to Smokey Jo’s,” he said. “I’m Johan. I’ll be your happy fucking helper for the duration.”
 
   “Me and my boys are here to celebrate losing this poor soul to the love of his life,” John said, shaking Johan’s hand as if they went way back. “And since this is his first, and last, time in the Dam, I’m going to ask you to suggest something brutal.”
 
   Mike shook his head, but Johan was already writing something down on his notepad. “I’m prescribing two joints of White Widow, pre-rolled of course. It’s the only way to go for a man on the verge of marriage.”
 
   “Make that times five,” Tony said, rubbing his hands together like some evil despot at the helm of a big red button.
 
   “Coming right up.” Johan tucked the pencil behind his ear and disappeared into the back. The music changed to something even more melodic. Mike could see why people liked these places. And to think only an hour ago he was watching Bridget the Midget leaving her stank on a metal pole.
 
   “How you feeling, man?” John said, kicking Mike’s shin under the table.
 
   Mike hated to admit it, but now that they were here, relaxed, he was actually enjoying himself. Beth hadn’t crossed his mind for half an hour, though he would try to slip away for a minute to call her if the chance presented itself. She hadn’t told him to, but it was the least he could do. Placate, placate, placate. “I feel good,” he said. “This place is nice. Just what the doctor ordered.”
 
   “Actually the doctor ordered six gram of White Widow,” Stuart said, grinning like a shark.
 
   “I was going to save this until later on, but I doubt I’ll be able to talk much once the smoke kicks in.” Mike cleared his throat; he wasn’t much of a public speaker, but he knew how it went. “I just want to thank you all for being here with me. You all know how much I appreciate each and every one of you. You’re like brothers from another mother to me.” That sounded so much better in his head. “You know what I mean. Anyway, what I wanted to say, really, was that this trip would be nothing without you assholes.”
 
   “Aw, that’s sweet,” Tony said. “Now go to the bathroom and change your tampon.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   They all erupted with laughter, and didn’t stop until Johan returned with the sensimilla. 
 
   “Having a good time already?” their happy fucking helper said through a haze of second-hand smoke. The regulars on the table over were noticeably adept with their drugs. No pre-rolled over there; just one big fat joint with several little joints coming off it in all directions. It looked like the Rubik’s Cube of doobies.
 
   “Hey, I don’t suppose you’ve got any space-cake, have you?” John said. “That would go down well right about now.”
 
   Johan thought long and hard about it, which was odd as it wasn’t that much of a riddle. Finally, he said, “Give me a few minutes. I’ll put a fresh batch in…just for you.” He smiled; his teeth were like kernels of chewed popcorn. Still, he seemed affable enough.
 
   “That would be great,” Tony said as Johan slipped through into the back once again. “You ever eat space-cake before, Mike?”
 
   He hadn’t, so sarcasm was the next best option. “Yeah. Beth makes it all the time,” he said. “When she’s not whacking in a batch of coke quiches or heroin pies.”
 
   “Oh, man, you’re in for a treat,” Tony said, rubbing his hands together once again.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “You want me to get the bag back in?” Armando said, incredulously. “But, it’s not ri—“
 
   “Look, I’ve got nothing else to serve them,” Johan said. “And for all we know there might be nothing wrong with the batch. Your friend might have had a tumour, or something. People’s heads don’t just explode because of precarious weed.”
 
   Armando grimaced. “Okay, but if shit starts going bad in there, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
   Johan raised his hand, as if to backhand the little fool, but before he had time to strike, Armando was vanishing through the kitchen door.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Get the fucking cake out the trash,” he muttered as he walked away from Smokey Jo’s. “Neuken twat. When people’s heads start bursting don’t come crying to me.”
 
   He reached the trashcan. Thankfully, the bag was still there; hobos had a tendency to hang around coffee-houses and restaurants, waiting expectantly for free grub or hasj. There are far worse places to be a bum than Amsterdam, that’s for sure.
 
   “Oh, what the fuck,” Armando said, noticing the torn bag and slivers of plastic flapping in the breeze. Something had been at it. Rats, perhaps, or Wombles (are they even real?).
 
   The holes were small, though, and the bag appeared to contain the majority of the space-cake. Armando picked it up and…
 
   “Squeak,” something grunted. Armando turned and found himself face-to-face with what appeared to be some exotic breed of bear. Its teeth were huge, overlapping razors. From behind the trashcan, five more of the strange creatures emerged. Hissing and grinding their teeth together, they seemed to be warning him off. Armando was speechless; he didn’t know whether to run or remain still and shit himself. Undecided, he moved to run just as he was touching cloth.
 
   “Squeak!” one of the creatures bellowed. It loped after the man, who was leaving a rather pungent smell in his wake; its buddies followed. There was no way they would let him steal the bag of yummy stuff; not on their watch.
 
   “Fuck right off!” Armando screamed as he rushed towards the back entrance of Smokey Jo’s. “Help!” he said, glancing around at the deserted street. “Somebody help! Bears!”
 
   One of them, a white thing that was almost as tall as him now (had it grown in the last ten seconds?), wrestled him to the ground. Armando punched and kicked, but the creature was preternaturally strong. “Squeak!” it belched. The stench reminded Armando of the time his nephew, Armando III, accidentally microwaved his pet gerbil.
 
   “Rape!” Armando squealed. He’d read somewhere – possibly one of those ridiculous and ancient magazines stacked up in dentist waiting rooms – that if you were being attacked, you had a better chance of someone coming to your aid if they believed the assault to be of a sexual nature. Since calling Bear! at the top of his lungs hadn’t been effective, a change of tactics seemed to make perfect sense.
 
   “What’s going on out here?” a voice said. Armando recognised it immediately as belonging to Johan. The bear – or it might have been a tapir, it was difficult to classify a creature while it was attempting to put you in a headlock – ceased wrestling with Armando, but only for a moment while it studied the newcomer standing in the doorway. “What the fuck are you?”
 
   The five creatures silently observing from the side-lines stepped into view, and it was at that point that Armando heard the back door to Smokey Jo’s slam shut.
 
   “Johan!” he called. Looming over him, the creature appeared to grin. A string of drool seeped from its agape maw and landed in Armando’s eye. The last thing he saw was those enormous incisors as the creature prepared to attack. And Armando, who wasn’t even supposed to be working that day, said, “Shit.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Now this is a fucking smoke,” John said, holding the joint up to the dim light. “Oh, man, we should have places like this back home. I tell you something. Crime would go right down.”
 
   Mike shook his head. “Doubt it,” he said taking a massive pull on his joint before almost coughing up a lung.
 
   “Think about it,” John continued. “You wake up in the morning. Go to work, and while you’re at work, some motherfucker pisses you off. Now, under normal circumstances, you’d head-butt the shit out of that person, probably lose your job in the process. No job means no money, and no money means the landlady is gonna get really tired of your excuses real fucking quick. Then you’re on the street, stealing from people’s pockets, or shoplifting. Worst case scenario, you’re selling your ass in some back-alley for a few quid. Now, scatter a few coffee-houses like this around the city, and instead of head-butting the prick that pisses you off, you take a detour on your lunch-break. Instead of Starbucks, you head to Smokebucks, where you sit, chilling, absorbing the atmosphere. By the time you get back to the office, that guy you thought about pounding on ain’t so bad. You don’t hit him; you keep your bedsit…” He settled back in his seat, closed his eyes as if to emphasise his point. “…And most importantly, no hand-jobs at the back of Greggs. All. Because. Of. Weed.”
 
   For a moment the silence was deafening. Mike couldn’t believe what he’d just listened to. He opened his mouth to speak, but was rudely interrupted by their happy fucking helper, Johan.
 
   “Everybody remain calm,” Johan said, rushing across the bar in a state of panic as if to highlight how not to act. “There’s something outside. Animals, I think.”
 
   Tony giggled and exhaled a plume of blue-grey smoke into the room. “Of course there are animals outside,” he said. “That’s where they live, man.”
 
   Mike climbed to his feet. He could see that Johan was distressed; even more so when the proprietor snatched a shotgun from behind the counter.
 
   “Holy shit!” Stuart said, falling off the edge of the couch.
 
   “Is that a real gun?” Donald said, laughing maniacally. “Dude, we should totally go out and shoot some wild boar.”
 
   “Everyone quiet,” Johan said, kicking the switch that provided power to the stereo. The slow, hypnotic beat which had been their background music ceased, and although they’d forgotten all about it while it was there, its absence was now tangible.
 
   This is what happens, Mike thought, when a bunch of guys do drugs. It always ends with a shotgun and a veritable feast of confused expressions.
 
   “Dude, what are we supposed to be hearing?” John said. The fact that Johan had a gun didn’t seem to affect him, though perhaps it should.
 
   “Fucking giant rats, or something,” Johan said, his voice barely a whisper. “Outside.”
 
   Tony snorted. “Of course,” he said. “How absurdly British of us not to take into account all the giant fucking rats you have roaming around Europe.” He snorted again.
 
   The people on the next table climbed to their feet. Their leader, a gangly fellow with a long, Viking beard and a beret, said, “Thanks, Jo, you’ve totally ruined our buzz.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks,” a smaller Viking added. To Mike, he said, “If you guys are out here on a stag-do, you might want to check out Small ‘n Sensual three streets over. They got midgets doing all kinds of shit.”
 
   “I’ll bear that in mind,” Mike lied. The Vikings headed for the door, but a loud chi-chink stopped them in their tracks. The shotgun in Johan’s hand was now cocked, ready to blow a hole in anyone stupid enough to go for the door. He was shaking his head; flakes of dandruff were visible against the 20-watt strip lights.
 
   “Can’t let you go out there,” Johan said. “Those things’ll get you. They’ll get you like they got Armando.” He took a moment to remember all the good times he and Armando had shared, but as it turned out there weren’t many and he was soon back in the room, his fond reverie forgotten in an instant.
 
   “You can’t keep us here,” the tall Viking said. “That’s kidnap.”
 
   Stuart took a long drag on his joint. “As far as kidnapping goes, this would be the best. I could get Stockholm Syndrome here, no problem.”
 
   “What the fuck is that!” Donald said, falling back off the couch. He quickly scrambled to his feet and rushed towards the front window. They all did.
 
   Outside, a man flailed around, bouncing off things like a fly trapped in a bathroom. His head – quite an important part of human survival – was gone. Blood geysered up from the stump. The pavement was covered with arterial spray.
 
   “That, dude,” Tony said, relighting his joint, “is how you paint the town red.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The hamsters had once again flung themselves into the river. It was becoming something of a habit, one that none of them appreciated. They had been fortunate enough to locate a dark bridge, and now cowered beneath it as they tried to make sense of what was happening.
 
   The man had been stealing the yummy stuff. Of that they were certain. But was it necessary to tear his head off? Perhaps they could have sat him down and given him a stern talking to. Not that he was fluent in hamster. They had yet to meet a human who was. But maybe they could have bartered with him. You give us the bag back, and we’ll try not to chew your head off. Surely he would have gone for that.
 
   There wasn’t much of the yummy stuff left. After settling on the riverbank, the hamsters had worked up quite an appetite, apart from Whitey who was still full from the eating the thief’s head. The sweet, sickly goo in the bag was wrong – they knew it was – and yet it was so, so right.
 
   “Squeak,” one of them said. We’re growing. We’re almost the same size as the humans. There’s something very dodgy about the yummy stuff, and yet I can’t help but want more. It must be some kind of hamster catnip.
 
   “Squeak,” one of the black hamsters said. I don’t think we should eat it all. My guts are giving me some right gyp and if we get any bigger we’re going to smash this bridge from underneath.
 
   They continued to discuss their options, and decided that they didn’t have any, not really. The yummy stuff was too addictive; there was no way they could resist it. To hell with growing; so what if people pointed and laughed at the funny, giant hamsters. Fuck ‘em. It was about time somebody stood up and showed those puny humans what real captivity feels like. 
 
   “Squeak,” one of the ginger hamsters said. For far too long, our kin have been bred as pets, placed in cages not big enough to swing a mouse in, forced to drink three day-old water from a plastic bottle like fucking babies. Well not anymore. No longer will we suffer at the hands of overzealous nine year-olds. No longer will we fear the vacuum cleaner or the hairdryer. We are bigger than these fuckers. Stronger. By the end of tonight we’ll be unstoppable, and the humans will be cowering in their own little cages. Tonight, when we run out of yummy stuff and this bridge is no longer able to hide us, we go out there and we show them what it feels like to be scared.
 
   The five engrossed hamsters, by way of applause, approved of the speech. Overhead, sounds of revellers and traffic filled the night. Music, distant but loud enough to shake their fur, suggested they were close to a tourist hotspot, the perfect venue for what they had planned. The bag of yummy stuff lasted barely an hour, and the creatures agreed to let it settle before taking down Amsterdam so hard the screams would be audible in China.
 
   Because not only are hamsters renowned racists and homophobes, they are also highly-schooled in Geography.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Detective Koenraad sighed so heavily that his rancid cheese-and-onion breath was picked up by a Labrador almost a mile away. Mike thought the dark bags beneath the detective’s eyes suggested he was either a heavy drinker or a severe insomniac, though the two usually went hand in hand. What else was there to do at three in the morning?
 
   “So,’ the detective said, tapping his notepad impatiently with a pen. “You say you saw the attackers run away, and you believe they were…” He read aloud what he’d written a moment before. “…Some kind of weird, bloody big animals. Possibly bears, but they could have been sloths, pandas, or ewoks. Is that correct?”
 
   Johan nodded. “That is correct,’ he said. “I saw them attack Armando. At first I thought they were furries, but then—“
 
   “I’m sorry,” Koenraad interrupted. “You thought they were…?”
 
   “Furries,” Johan said. “People that dress up like anthropomorphic animals.” Koenraad shook his head, clearly confused by this new information. “It’s a new thing,” Johan continued, “and something you’ll probably never have to worry about. Anyway, I digress. These weren’t furries; these were real animals, but big. If I had to guess, I’d say they were scavenging for food in the bins. That’s where Armando must have found them, just before they gnawed his head off.” 
 
   Koenraad scribbled something indecipherable in his notepad. “And you,” he said, turning to the traumatised witnesses lining the bar. “You didn’t see these…these creatures…just the aftermath, the human fountain out there?”
 
   Mike nodded. He hadn’t smoked as much as the others; it was best that he took charge. “He came in,” he said, pointing to Johan, “and told us he’d seen giant rats outside. We were about to leave when we saw the body. Of course, it wasn’t just a body then. It was still moving.” He glanced out through the window, to where the headless corpse had fallen. A team of Uniform Patrol Officers surrounded the body, glancing down at it and shaking their heads as if trying to figure out which part was missing.
 
   Koenraad leaned in so that Mike was the only person in earshot. “Do you think animals did that?” he whispered, nodding towards the window. Mike wondered if the detective had heard of mouthwash.
 
   “To be honest,” he whispered. “I think a lot of drugs get smoked in this place; most of them by Smokey Jo over there.”
 
   Koenraad knew exactly what Mike was talking about. “I know,’ he said. “What’s strange, though, is that this is the second animal-related incident today.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “Coincidence? I’m sure what happened to that poor lad out there wasn’t animals, or furries, or ewoks.”
 
   The detective ummed and ahhed. “Well, I have your number if we need to get in touch,” he said. “You and your friends are free to go. Stag-do, is it?”
 
   Mike nodded. “I’d like to say I’m having fun, but so far all I’ve seen is dancing midgets and dead people.”
 
   “Well, look at it this way,” the detective said, walking with Mike to the door. “It can’t possibly get any worse.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “Well, that was fucking insane,” John said. “Didn’t I promise you a weekend you’d never forget?”
 
   “Can you believe the way that guy’s neck spewed up?” Donald said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   “Well, that’s what happens when you fuck with the rats in Amsterdam,” Tony said, grinning. “I’ve heard the squirrels are all rapists, too. Gangs of them, just hanging around the park, waiting for virile young gangs like us. Then, when you least expect it, POW! You’ve got a furry dick in you.”
 
   “Not funny,” Stuart said. “My aunt was raped by a squirrel.” He exploded with laughter; they all did, except Mike, who wanted nothing more than to hear Beth’s voice, to tell her the truth about where he was, to let her know that he was being good and there was nothing to worry about, and that he’d make up for lying to her when he got back.
 
   It was relationship suicide; there was no way she would be okay with it.
 
   “Listen, guys,” Mike said, stopping in the street. “I’m going to call Beth, and I—“
 
   John snorted and glanced down at his watch. “Who had ten-thirty?” he said. “I think that was you, Stu.”
 
   Stuart smiled. “Yeah, I had ten-thirty to eleven, first night,” he said. “Fuck me, I never win anything.”
 
   “Well, technically you haven’t won anything this time, either,” John said, patting Stuart on the back.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Mike said, suddenly irritated. “You guys were betting on how long it’d take me to call Beth?”
 
   John smiled. “Not really betting, mate. Like I said, there’s no prize, but we thought it’d be fun to see how long you managed to go without wanting to call her.”
 
   Mike could have punched John in that moment. Why was he the only one growing the hell up? Surely they could understand why he’d want to speak with his girl. After what they’d just witnessed, it was a surprise none of the others had updated their Facebook statuses or tweeted about the headless guy, spattering the pavement, whirling around like a Morris dancer while his lifeblood cascaded out. Back in England, that body would have been surrounded in seconds, people wanting to get a good photo, chavs instantly uploading the grisly images to fucking Instagram. It was strange that Tony hadn’t tried to take a photo of the body; his wall was usually filled with grotesque and reprehensible pictures.
 
   But then, Mike remembered that he hadn’t seen any of them check their phones, not since they left the hotel earlier that evening. Panicking, he reached into his jacket pocket; his wallet, a tub of tic-tacs, and nothing else.
 
   “Shit, I’ve been pickpocketed,” he said, his heart leaping up into his throat and almost choking him. “Check for your phones,” he gasped. “Your wallets.”
 
   Strangely, none of the others seemed concerned that he’d been robbed. Instead, they cast each other surreptitious glances. It hit him like a tonne of bricks. John must have seen his expression change, as he began to explain.
 
   “Mate, we knew it would happen. Try not to kick off, but we kinda made a pact this morning. No phones; no interruptions. Look, you’ve gone all day without—“
 
   “You took my phone so I wouldn’t be able to call Beth?” Mike said, clenching his fists so tightly his knuckles whitened. “What the fuck!” He wanted to hit out. Any of them would do. Preferably Tony; he had the softest face. He wanted to, but he knew that if he did, the trip would be over. Good intentions, or not, he hated them for what they’d done.
 
   “Chill,” Tony said. “Mate, Beth doesn’t need to hear from you tonight. Call her in the morning. Your phone’s at the hotel; it’s not like we sold it to some street urchin.”
 
   Well that’s okay then, Mike thought, sardonically. “What if something happens?” he said. “What if one of us has an accident? What if we get set upon by giant fucking rats?” He almost laughed, but managed to supress it.
 
   “Nothing’s going to happen tonight,” Donald said. “And if it does, I’ll let you kick me in the balls. Free shot, right in the crackers.”
 
   Mike took a deep breath. The red mist lifted. He sucked in the clean night air, exhaled slowly and deliberately. When he opened his eyes, he felt a lot better. Not enough to forgive the pricks for their idiocy, but enough to thwart the rage that had threatened to erupt only a moment ago. He told himself that they were right; that Beth wouldn’t be expecting to hear from him on his first night in Blackpool (Amsterdam). In fact, it was probably a godsend; he had been about to tell her the truth. Now that he had had time to consider it, he realised how reckless a move that would have been.
 
   “Okay,” he said, still regulating his breathing. “When we get back to the hotel later, I want my phone. You morons can stick to your pact if you want but, since I was never a part of it, I want mine back.”
 
   “Fine, fine,” John said, throwing a languid arm over Mike’s shoulder. “Now, can we just enjoy the rest of the night? Shit, we’re only here for the weekend. Let’s not waste a second of it.”
 
   Mike was almost afraid to ask what was next on the agenda. So far, things had not entirely been straightforward. Seeing a man sans head had put a dampener on the whole affair. It was the first time he’d seen a dead person – other than on those execution videos you could watch online – but what Mike didn’t know, what none of them knew, was that by the end of the night, they’d be sick of the sight of dead folk.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The Red Light District – or the Rossebuurt to the locals and those interested enough to learn Dutch – was busier than a Jehovah’s Witness at Doors Unlimited. Couples giggled as women of all shapes and sizes flaunted their goods – and in some cases, not so goods – in their respective windows. Myriad Chinese tourists pointed cameras at anything that moved; taking photos of the ladies, however, was strictly prohibited, as Zhang Wei discovered a few minutes before the ambulance was called. The Condomerie was heaving with people looking to stock up before partaking in a bit of window-shopping; red, neon lights illuminated the inky canals, and the illegal dealers lining them. Fights broke out, people had sex; it was a little like Birmingham, only less seedy.
 
   Galina – a Russian prostitute with one leg, and even that was dodgy – danced in her window. Dance might not be the right word for how she moved; it was more of a seizure, an unbalanced spasm, though she did alright, most nights, and would soon have enough money to buy the fur coat she’d seen in the window of Bont en Vintage. Some people called her Galina Vagina, for no other reason than it almost rhymed. She looked like a million other Russian ladies: blonde, tall (thanks to her one stiletto heel), and sultry, the way Debbie Harry would look if she hadn’t opted for a face full of collagen.
 
   She danced, and people pointed and laughed. That was okay; she was used to it. Before the night was out, some kinky bastard with an amputee fetish would sweep her off her foot. It was amazing how many stump-lickers were out there, and she was grateful for them.
 
   The fur, the fur, think about the fur, she told herself as she swayed her hips, bouncing off the glass like a wasp caught in a Rover Metro. She was, funnily enough, thinking about the fur when suddenly, something furry thumped into her window. Startled, she tottered back; if it hadn’t been for the red, lace curtains in her booth, she’d have been on her ass.
 
   And then she screamed. The thing on the other side of her window sniffed at the glass; a patch of steam appeared and vanished with each breath it took. Drool seeped from its wide maws, dripping from its razorblade teeth, which were longer than Galina’s other leg, leaning up against the chair.
 
   She screamed again, or was she still screaming from the first scream? The thing – some sort of cow, she thought – butted at the glass with its face, which scrunched up on impact. Outside on the street, people were running, but not from the thing at her window. There were more of them; she watched as a black one – twice the size of the humans it attacked – tore a man’s arm off and beat him round the head with it until he fell into the canal. Another, this one auburn, launched itself into the air and came down on a rotund woman’s back. Galina was certain the ground shook as it landed. The poor lady didn’t stand a chance as the thing’s teeth penetrated, tearing through her flesh like a steak-knife through butter. When its razor incisors retracted, they were coated in fat and viscera.
 
   The creature, gawping at her through the window with what appeared to be stoner’s eyes, smashed its face once more against the glass. This time, a spider-web of cracks appeared, growing steadily outwards. Galina scrambled to her foot, but by the time she turned – ready to launch herself away from the window – the thing had sensed its chance.
 
   Glass exploded in, knocking Galina back to the ground. She landed face down, and something – the mysterious cow-thing – snagged her leg. What followed could only be described as the most intense pain Galina had ever experienced. Losing her first leg had been a walk in the park compared to this. Now, she’d be lucky to walk anywhere. Agony scorched her entire body, and yet she was too terrified to turn, to see what the creature had done to her. She had an inkling, though, when she was suddenly able to drag herself from the booth into her boudoir. 
 
   Fucker took my other leg, she thought, rolling over onto her back. Whether it was shock, or anger, she didn’t know, but she wanted to confront the thing, to voice her frustration. Nobody would want a prostitute with no legs; she’d been lucky to find a niche in the market with one.
 
   Her leg was gone from the knee down. Strands of glistening meat had left a trail behind her as she’d pulled herself forward. The creature chewed frantically, crunching through the tough bits in its mouth which had been Galina’s tibia and fibula. She screamed at it incomprehensibly; what came out sounded like, “Ahhhheeeeerrrrrrhhhhooooo!” but should have been, “How dare you!” Not only had she lost her last leg, but the ability to speak had been cruelly snatched from her, too.
 
   Seemingly unaffected, the giant thing finished its mouthful, swallowing with an audible gulp which sickened the stump of a prostitute. No sooner had it consumed Galina’s leg, and livelihood, did the creature push its considerable bulk through the window and into the boudoir. Brick shattered as the thing thrust itself forward; Galina’s eyes widened as she realised the thing appeared to be growing.
 
   It had grown at least three feet since it had appeared at the window. Galina could hear the screams from the street out front; hundreds of people, no doubt as confused as she was by the anomalous beasts.
 
   The white furry thing looming over her hissed. The toe-ring which had been on her foot – which in turn had been attached to the rest of her – a moment ago, was pushed up onto one of the creature’s incisors.
 
   “I hope you choke on me, you bastard,” she said, grimacing, knowing that they would be her last words. As the beast came forward, Galina found herself comforted by the fact that, if nothing else, there was a good chance that the creature would catch something nasty from her.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The Rossebuurt was in chaos. Nobody knew what the things were, or from where they had come, but it was clear what they were there for.
 
   Food. They couldn’t get enough of it. Punters and prostitutes alike were torn limb from limb by the hulking quadrupeds. The canal ran red with blood and bodies. Some people had thrown themselves into the freezing cold water in an attempt to escape the slaughter and were bobbing around amongst the savaged corpses of the unfortunate ones. 
 
   Two of the creatures were toying with a small posse of private bodyguards, who were trying to fight back with what appeared to be dildos. Regrettably, twelve inches of rubber was no match for the beasts, who quickly tired of the game and finished the fools, spitting out anything that tasted like lube.
 
   The creatures were almost fifteen feet tall now, and twice as long. They moved slowly, though, listlessly ambling along Oudezidjs Voorburgwal as if unsure of how best to occupy their time. Faces pressed up against hotel windows as guests tried to figure out why the fuck their rooms were shaking, and soon disappeared as they realised a small herd of otherworldly monsters were ransacking the place.
 
   Sirens filled the night as de politie responded to the madness. Flashing blue lights didn’t frighten the creatures; at least, not in the same way they did catholic priests or murderous football players. The creatures approached the cars with caution, as if summing up what it all meant. Before the police cars pulled to a stop, though, the monsters attacked. Three of the beasts headed across the bridge, to where a S.W.A.T. team was getting into position. The van and its screaming snipers were forced into the Herengracht by the stampeding beasts. One of the creatures dived in after it, holding it under, making sure that its contents were well and truly drowned. Once it was satisfied – the bubbles had ceased, apart from the ones that accidentally escaped from the hamster – it clambered out onto the riverbank, shook like a Yorkshire terrier climbing out of a bath, and re-joined the others, who were slightly miffed at their counterpart’s behaviour.
 
   In the square, which was now empty apart from the odd scattered corpse or Chinese tourist still trying to snap a picture worthy of Facebook upload, the six colossal creatures sniffed each other inappropriately. And as they continued to grow – painfully, judging by the guttural noises they made – those lucky few still breathing cowered behind bins, beneath corpses, under deserted vehicles, trying to figure out just what the fuck was happening in their beautiful city. Some newspapers, in weeks to follow, would blame Al Qaeda, suggesting that the beasts were made up of dozens of Taliban like some sort of modern-day Trojan Horse, though quite why they would attack poor old Amsterdam instead of the West would prove too confusing for the theorists.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   As the quintet making up Mike Dooley’s stag party emerged from yet another freaky strip-club – this time with gimps and dominatrices, neither of which had the desired effect on Mike and his buddies – they came to realise that something was different.
 
   When they’d entered Fifty Shades of Pain, the street had been teeming with people. Perverts from all across the world had been practically bouncing off each other; Mike had made it a priority to get checked for sexual diseases once they were back in the UK, even though he hadn’t had any sex. From what he fathomed, you couldn’t be too careful, not in Amsterdam, where the lower-class hookers were called things like Chlamydia Lydia and Phyllis Syphilis. 
 
   “What’s wrong with this picture?” Mike said, scanning the forsaken avenues for signs of life. It was like something out of a post-apocalyptic movie; he half-expected Vincent Price to come bounding along the cobbles.
 
   “It’s getting late, I guess,” John said.
 
   “It’s half-past-twelve,” Tony said, glancing at his Futurama watch. “Are you telling me that the sex- and drugs-capital of the world has a midnight curfew?”
 
   “Listen,” Mike said. Off in the distance, dopplering sirens suggested that something was amiss.
 
   “Guess what?” Donald said, patting Mike on the back. “We have those in our country. It’s called The Police. They like to stop people like us from having fu—“
 
   The termination of his sentence was so abrupt that Mike whirled, his brogues scraping the cobblestones in a fashion reminiscent of nails on a blackboard.
 
   “Holy fuck!” he said, staggering back, the sight of what stood before him almost too much to comprehend.
 
   Donald was gone, though not wholly. That is, he was gone from the waist up. His legs remained in place, standing there like one of those shop-window displays focussed on selling you a shitty pair of Bermuda shorts. After a few seconds – the remaining four were as rooted to the spot as Donald’s legs and ass – what was left of their friend toppled forward, landing with a meaty thud on the cobbles. It was a nauseating noise, and Tony, who had been fighting to control his innards, watched as they spewed from his face.
 
   What had done that? What the fuck had done that to Donald? It’s the giant rats! Johan was right!
 
   The four men rushed into the middle of the street, squinting through the darkness, trying to figure out whether Donald had simply exploded due to the sheer excitement of the Dam. Ridiculous, yes, but so was the notion that he’d been gobbled up by some mutant dormouse.
 
   “I don’t see anything!” Tony said, wiping the mayonnaise drool from his stubbly chin. “Oh, fuck! Donald’s dead! Oh, fuck!”
 
   “Shut up!” Mike said. Something rustled to his right. He snapped his head towards it and was relieved to see a plastic bag dancing through the air. “Whatever did that is still here.”
 
   “Oh, fuck!” Stuart said. “Shit. I think I’ve shit.” He tugged at the seat of his trousers, which seemed to hang from his body, now, like a toddler’s full nappy. The stench rose up, stinging at their eyes. As if they didn’t have enough on their plate…
 
   “What’s that?” John said, pointing past the flashing neon light of Fifty Shades of Pain. Something was down there; Mike saw it, too, hiding in the shadows, waiting for them to make their move. The trouble with that, though, was that they didn’t have one. The standoff could go on all night.
 
   Stuart had unintentionally stumbled away from the others, yanking at the bulge in his trousers. “Man, it’s so warm,” he said. “I think it’s in my socks.”
 
   “Stu, get your ass back over here!” Mike said. “Something’s still fucking out—“ That was as far as he got. A huge black thing fell from the sky, landing on Stuart’s back, crushing him instantly. Mike pushed John and Tony back. “RUN!” he screamed, terrified of the black mass scampering over their friend. The darkness seemed to swallow the thing and their flat friend. Mike couldn’t believe what was happening. Had he fallen asleep watching the gimps? Was this some terrible nightmare brought on by too much PVC and too many ball-gags? He willed himself to wake up as he urged his jellied legs to move.
 
   The thing on Stuart’s back stepped casually off before pushing the squashed corpse into its mouth. Its cheeks bulged; its eyes flickered red with each flash of the neon signage. It was, Mike thought, something from the depths of Hell itself.
 
   He turned, launched himself after John and Tony, who were trying to get back into the bizarre bar they’d only just left. The doors, though, were locked for the night. The gimp-fanciers inside were safe for now; Mike, John and Tony, on the other hand, were up shit’s creek with a turd for a paddle.
 
   “Forget the fucking bar!” Mike called, grabbing onto John’s arm and pulling him along the row of abandoned buildings. “Just…” He was going to say, ‘Just run,’ but when he saw what was standing in their way, he couldn’t finish the sentence. The thing that had been lurking in the shadows at the far end of the street had revealed itself, and was approaching them, slowly but surely, promenading toward them like a vengeful bull. A few streets away, a woman’s shrill cry told them they weren’t the only ones in trouble.
 
   “You know what would be useful right now?” Mike whispered. “A fucking phone.”
 
   John, trembling and on the verge of a complete breakdown, said, “Who would you call?” The creature behind them sniffed at the air, made a strange mewling sound that turned Mike’s blood to mercury.
 
   The one in front responded with a sonorous growl of its own. Mike imagined they were picking out their favourites. The black one behind was saying, I’ll take the one without the sick on its face, to which the ginger one replied, Okay, but we get to share the one with the pathetic look of a soon-to-be married man.
 
   “Shit, we’re dead!” Tony said. “We’re fucking dead, and I never got to do a helicopter ride over the Grand Canyon.”
 
   “We’re not dead yet,” Mike said, though he knew they weren’t far off. Millions of people, since time began, had used the same words only to find they were their last. Since he didn’t want to be added to such an illustrious list, he added, “I don’t think they can see us too well.”
 
   He’d noticed that, while the trio were backing into shadows afforded by the narrow street, the creature in front had squinted a little, and sniffed at the air, as if to rediscover its foreseeable meal.
 
   “I think you’re right,” John said, watching the one approaching from the rear. “It’s like they’re relying on us to move.”
 
   “They get any closer,” Tony said, “and they’ll get what they want.”
 
   Mike steadied his friend’s trembling arm. Whispering, he said, “They can smell us, and I’m pretty sure they can see us up close, but if we just…stay…perfectly—“
 
   Suddenly, the ginger beast yelped, as if something had crept up behind and inserted several fingers, maybe even an arm. Mike noticed something blue, and almost feather-like, protruding from the creature’s neck. It squeaked, writhed from side to side in an effort to shake the blue object free. Whatever it was, it had penetrated deep beneath the creature’s fur, burrowed into its flesh.
 
   “Squeeeeeeeeaaaaaaaaaak,” the thing roared, leaning back on its haunches and pawing at its neck. The creature behind them had ceased crawling forward, and instead watched with morbid curiosity. “Squeeeeeaa—“
 
   Mike didn’t understand hamster and neither did John or Tony, but what happened next gave them an idea of what the thing was trying to say. 
 
   It exploded. Hunks of furred flesh shot in all directions. Mike and the others dropped to their knees, not wanting to be slapped in the face by smithereens of scorched rodent. An eyeball larger than a tyre bounced off John’s shoulder, knocking him onto his back. Blood and viscera rained down in the street; fur fluttered around, illuminated by the red, neon light, giving the avenue an almost party vibe.
 
   The black creature sensed danger, and when a man stepped out from the shadows – was that a gun in his hands? – it squeaked once before turning and loping away.
 
   The man ever-so-slowly raised the gun to his shoulder. As he did, Mike, John and Tony shuffled off the street and into the shadows, really not wanting to play any role in what was to follow.
 
   “This one’s for Anneke,” the man muttered before pulling the trigger. There was a whooshing noise as the dart flew through the air. All Mike saw was a green blur, and then it was embedded in the black monster’s ass.
 
   The creature leapt metres into the air, squealing and yelping in pretty much the same way humans do when they stub their toe on a particularly recalcitrant piece of furniture. Before it had a chance to reunite itself with the cobbles, a meaty explosion tore it into millions of pieces. A large chunk of pelt landed at the armed man’s feet; he nudged it, as if the thing was apt to regenerate and endeavour a second attack.
 
   After a few seconds – once it had stopped raining meat and fur – the man lifted the rifle to his lips and blew, like something from a Sergio Leone movie. He looked nothing like Clint Eastwood, though; more like that carroty monkey he dragged around in Every Which Way But Loose.
 
   “You can come out now,” the man said. “These ones ain’t coming back.”
 
   A pool of crimson had trickled toward the trio, who were staring at each other, waiting for one of them to make the first move. Mike shrugged and pushed himself to his feet. John and Tony quickly followed his lead.
 
   “Rough night, huh?” the man said, lowering his weapon. He could see it was making the trio nervous. With good cause. He’d had no idea the effect it would have on the mutant hamsters. He’d expected them to wobble around a bit, groan and whinge as the Immobilom took effect. Their bursting had been something of a welcome fluke. “The name’s Barnhart,” the man said. “Guus Barnhart.”
 
   If it was good enough for James Bond, then by God it was good enough for him.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Sharon Riddick should have been off for the night; her boss – asshole that he was – had called her up and informed her that if she wasn’t at the club in fifteen minutes, she wasn’t welcome at the club ever again. “Some guy wants an American gal,” he’d spat into the phone. “And since you’re the only fucking American on our books, you’d better get your fat ass down here before he leaves.” Sharon had told him to get Frederika to do an accent; how hard was it to convince someone you were American? But Jake wasn’t having any of it, and so Sharon had dressed, boarded a Metro, and made her way reluctantly to the Twenty Euro Saloon, where it was buffet night and rowdy as hell.
 
   And now, she watched as some giant capybara chewed up the punters as if it hadn’t eaten in months. Buffet night, indeed. People were climbing over one another to reach the exits, but it was no use. On the street outside there were three more of them, mutant rodents or whatever-the-fuck they were. As people fell through the doors, still harnessing semi-erect cocks, they were picked unceremoniously off, forced into jaws wide enough to pleasure a blue whale.
 
   “Help me!” a voice called. Sharon recognised it immediately. She turned to find Jake – her asshole boss – wedged between a table and a naked statue of Marilyn Monroe, The effigy had toppled onto him so it looked as though he and Marilyn were dining-for-two. Jake’s hand flailed about, grasping at the air.
 
   Sighing, Sharon started to pull bits of wood off him, but a bestial groan stopped her in her tracks. The monster which had previously been snacking on the bar-staff had finished and was looking for something else to sate its undying appetite.
 
   “Oh, hell no,” Sharon said, realising that she was the something else it sought. As it approached, kicking tables across the room with its powerful hind legs, she pulled a nail-file from her purse. If I’d known I’d be battling fucking Pokemon, she thought, I’d have brought my Taser.
 
   “Don’t leave me here,” Jake’s petrified voice cried from beneath the rubble. “I don’t want to die like this.”
 
   “Quit your bitchin’, hon',’ Sharon said, turning to face the creature. “We all gotta die. I’m surprised your nasty ass lasted this long.” She grit her teeth as the beast leapt into the air. Its trajectory brought it directly down on top of her, so hard that her stilettos popped off and flew across the room. She was dead in seconds; the thing’s sheer weight had crushed her organs into one, sloppy mess.
 
   But instead of feeding – as it had intended – it choked and spluttered; suddenly became aware of a burning sensation in its throat. The euphoria it had been experiencing waned; the people running around were no longer wearing dunce hats and codpieces; the prostitute beneath it was not, in fact, a Cher impersonator. There were no rainbows in the room, or seagull flocks darting around the trembling chandeliers. It was all gone.
 
   The blood, however, spurting from the wound in its throat was very real. And there seemed to be a lot of it. The hamster had not seen The Shining, but if it had, that’s what it would have likened it to.
 
   “Yeah, die you fucking overgrown gerbil!” a voice said. For a moment, the hamster thought it was the voice of God, but then quickly remembered that it was an Atheist, so it couldn’t be.
 
   Through blurred vision and pink-eye, the hamster staggered forward, squeaking and croaking like a frog with emphysema. A man was trapped beneath a table and something heavy and golden. The creature could just make out an arm, protruding from the mountain of lumber.
 
   “No, please don’t kill me,” the man said, trying to free himself from the obstruction. “I’m still a virgin. I know that’s hard to believe, working with pussy all day long, but I swear I haven’t seen one since 1991, and that was my cousin’s. No, please, no…”
 
   The hamster, in one final vindictive movement, allowed itself to fall forward, embracing the darkness as it swallowed it up. The man, who was neither a virgin nor the voice of God, felt his extremities push out through his anus before succumbing to the darkness along with the beast.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Around the city, Koninklijke Landmacht (Royal Netherlands Army) put into place fifteen Bushmasters, three Fennek medium-range anti-tank vehicles, two Leopards, two Fuchs, and three hundred terrified, still wet behind the ears, infantrymen. Air support was on its way, but since the enemy – reports were coming in about some sort of hairy dinosaur – appeared to be grounded, they would be doing the brunt of the work without the choppers.
 
   “Get ready to move in,” Lieutenant General Jordi Haas announced over the radio. “I want those things brought down before they fuck up my city.”
 
   “Sir, we’ve got reports that one of them has been killed by a prostitute with a nail-file,” Major General Marc Van Bastard’s voice crackled through the radio. “Don’t you think we might be going in a little heavy-handed? It’s the equivalent of blowing up a farmhouse with a 40-megaton nuke.”
 
   “Major, until we know what those things are, I want everything we’ve got on this.” He shoved a cigar into the corner of his mouth and chewed frantically. “Nobody fucks with the Dam.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “So they’re hamsters?” Mike said, incredulously. “Just your regular, garden-variety hamsters that happen to have picked up something relatively nasty along the way.”
 
   The man – Guus – nodded. “It’s my fortieth anniversary today,” he said, “but instead of not celebrating it at home with my pain in the ass wife, I’m not celebrating it out here, hunting the damned things that made her contender for Roadkill of the Year.”
 
   “That’s terribly sad,” John said, reacting to the sound of something exploding not too far away. “But you say that they were regular sized hamsters this morning. Just the kind you put in a cage, with a little fucking wheel?”
 
   Guus nodded again. In truth, his neck was starting to hurt from all the nodding. “But they were evil before they scarpered from the van. I could see it in their eyes as they headed for the river; I could see the fear in the eyes of the driver. He knew what they were capable of. They’d already chewed his ears off, poor sonofabitch.”
 
   Tony, who had remained quiet throughout, decided that now was as good a time as any to get involved. “They killed our friends,” he said. “Donald, Stuart, gone forever, and Donald still owed me fifty euros. That little midget gave him the best lap-dance he ever had. He’d have probably enjoyed it more if he knew it was going to be free.”
 
   Guus didn’t know what to say, so he remained silent.
 
   “But we know what will kill them,” Mike said, brightening slightly. “The tranquiliser darts blow them up quicker than a fat guy at a pie-eating contest. All we have to do is find the others and take them down with that thing. I mean, it can’t be that hard. All we have to do is follow the screams.” He cocked an ear. Yes, still lots of screams.
 
   “Now, wait a fucking minute,” Tony said. “Why are we getting involved in this? We were lucky not to have bit the big one ten minutes ago, and now you want us to go looking for trouble?”
 
   “Hate to say it, Mike,” John said, “but Tony’s right. Those things are monsters. Real fucking monsters. We’re stoned, half-drunk morons on a stag-do. The odds aren’t stacked in our favour.”
 
   Mike looked to Guus, who was cleaning the stock of his rifle with what appeared to be a pair of large knickers. “They were my wife’s,” he said, slinging the granny-pants across his shoulder. They almost parachuted him off into the distance. He had to lean forward to remain on the ground.
 
   “Your friends are making the sense,” Guus said. It was the first time his accent had made an appearance; up until that point he could have been from Finnmark, Germanyland, or Nimrod, Oregon. “You should run in the opposite direction. I’ve got this bitch.” He cocked the rifle, almost knocking his front teeth out in the process.
 
   Mike couldn’t believe what was happening. Two of his closest friends had been brutally killed, and the two he had left were too terrified to do anything about it. As much as it grieved him to admit it, they were right. Of course they were. People don’t just go off to fight monsters, not anymore. You have to have armour, or superpowers – or at least weaponry more effective than strong words.
 
   “Go hide in the shadows,” Guus said. “I will do everything in my power to avenge your friends’ deaths.”
 
   Tony nodded. “The shadows?” he said. “Isn’t that where those things like to hide? I mean, if we’re going to hide somewhere, shouldn’t it be brightly lit, with locks and armed guards? Do you know of a jailhouse we could—“
 
   His words broke off as a guttural roar echoed around the avenue. Guus pushed the rifle to his shoulder, but the quaking ground prevented him from pointing it at anything of note.
 
   And then it appeared at the end of the street; hurtling towards them as if it was a teenage girl and they were One Direction. It had once been white, but the blood now coating its fur gave it a pink complexion. The flashing neon lights of Chix With Dix – the club at the end of the street – made the creature glow, almost, as it darted after them.
 
   “RUN!” Mike yelled, only to find he was the only one standing still. John and Tony were heading in the opposite direction. Guus had made his way over to the edge of the street and had dropped to one knee, hoping to get a shot off before the beast reached them. 
 
   Like fuck I’m relying on you, Mike thought, and hurtled after his friends.
 
   The hamster almost filled the street, such was its unnatural, and somewhat exponential, growth. As it rushed after them, street-signs were ripped from the ground; electric lights advertising Naked Vaginas Here Tonight and Now Recruiting, Ugly Dancers Required were yanked from buildings. Fizzling bulbs had caught around the irate beast, giving it the appearance of the world’s hairiest Christmas tree.
 
   “Shit, fuck, shit, fuck!” Tony yelled breathlessly as they headed toward the junction. They could see passing cars; an open-top bus suggested that people could have picked a better night to see the sights the Mokum had to offer. Explosions continued to tear through the city. Mike found himself wondering if the night would ever end.
 
   Guus fired, or would have if the rifle didn’t jam. Instead of a luminous green dart splitting the air as it discharged, he got a pathetic clunk! Resigned, he read the words on the side of the rifle. MADE IN TAIWAN. “Figures,” he said. Well, there was nothing else for it. He barely had time to think about what he was planning; before he knew it, he was standing in the middle of the street, staring down the approaching beast, its eyes all beady and filled with hate. Does it recognise me? he thought. What irked him the most wasn’t the fact he was about to be pummelled to death by a fucking hamster; it was knowing that Anneke would be waiting for him on the other side. Oh, so glad you could join me, you selfish bastard, she’d say. First you forget our anniversary, then you forget the suicide pact we made back in 1986. 
 
   The last thing Guus saw before the creature reached him was Anneke’s angry face. Well, it was the last thing he saw before the teeth, and then the tongue, and then the throat of the monster.
 
   “Fuck, it got the Dutchman!” Tony said, before doubling over and sucking air into his lungs as if it was going out of fashion.
 
   Mike stopped running and turned. As Guus’s legs disappeared into the hamster’s face, he wished he’d had the gumption to take the fucking rifle. Before, they’d had a slim chance of survival; now, they’d be lucky to make it to the end of the street. This is what the Spartans felt like, Mike thought, remembering how Gerard Butler and his mates had set themselves up at the Battle of Thermopylae. He knew how that scuffle had ended, and this one was nowhere near as cinematic.
 
   The hamster surged after them again. The ground shook so violently it was all the trio could do to remain on their feet.
 
   They ran as best they could. If you happened to be watching from the side-lines (like some foul pervert with a penchant for death scenes) you might have believed an invisible rope held the three men together. Their clumsiness and inability to put one foot in front of the other made for uncomfortable viewing.
 
   Mike could see the street in front as it opened out. Cars continued to idle along, a normal Friday night in Amsterdam, or so their insouciance would lead you to believe. A few vehicles piled up as they realised what was happening; the sounds of twisting metal was almost musical – especially if you were a fan of Justin Bieber.
 
   Realising they were out of time – he could feel the thing bearing down on them; could almost smell its iron-tinged, and strangely chocolatey, breath – Mike rushed across to the front of a building. He turned, expecting his friends to be right there, but all he saw was blood-stained fur as the beast shot by at breakneck speed. A loud cry escaped his throat. Fuck knows where it came from, but it seemed appropriate given the circumstance.
 
   As the creature – it was hard to believe it was just a hamster – rushed past, Mike heard something that chilled his blood. 
 
   It was John, screaming for dear life.
 
   The thing had him in its jaws; Mike could see John’s legs kicking at its right cheek, to no avail. This wasn’t a cat, liable to drop its prey for putting up a bit of a struggle. John was alive, for now, but for how long? As the beast lunged across the road, knocking over a double-decker bus with the words Hans’ Tours printed on its side, Mike knew he would go after it.
 
   He had to.
 
   A groan from the side of the street caught Mike’s attention. He turned to find Tony, squished like a moth in the bath, leaning against the wall. The creature must have bounded straight over him, for his intestines had burst from his stomach and one of his eyes dangled listlessly against his face. Mike could hardly look.
 
   “Everything’s going to be okay,” he said, rushing over to his flattened friend. “We’re going to get you to a hospital, and they’ll—“
 
   “They’ll put me back together?” Tony said through gritted teeth. Blood gargled in his throat, giving his voice the quality of a drunken Chewbacca. “Mate, I don’t…think I…can be fixed.” He smiled. Mike could see he was suffering. Of course he was suffering. His innards were now outards. He looked like he’d been trampled by a Riverdance troupe.
 
   Mike sighed. Fighting back tears – this was no time to go full-blown pussy – he said, “I’m gonna kill that fucking thing. I’m gonna find it, and I’m gonna make it suffer.”
 
   Tony shook his head. “Just get to…the airport,” he said. “Get out…while you can…” He trailed off into a coughing fit. His eye danced around on his cheek; Mike had to look the other way.
 
   Get to the airport? Sure, they’d let him leave the country while giant hamsters reduced it to a pile of smouldering rubble. Plus, he didn’t have his passport. It was back at the hotel, along with his phone. The hotel was on the other, less seedy, side of the city. We don’t want to be right on the Red Light District, John had said. That’s where the perverts and George Michael stay. Great idea that had been. Now he was stranded, all his friends dead or dying, with no phone, two miles away from De Ene Ster. As far as stag-dos went, this had to be up there with the worst.
 
   “I have to go after John,” Mike said, wiping a tear – fuck, he thought – from the corner of his eye. “Mate, I have to.”
 
   Tony spluttered once again. A spray of warm blood landed on Mike’s face. It was one of those awkward moments whereby you had to pretend you didn’t notice the drool as it dripped south, leaving a shiny snail-trail in its wake. He could forgive his friend, though. The guy was dying; now wasn’t the time for a reproach.
 
   “You…go…do what…you have to,” said Tony. He glanced down at the gaping hole in his chest, at the entrails snaking out of it. “I don’t think…I’ll be able…to come along for…the ride.” He sniggered. Mike put it down to shock.
 
   “Just relax,” Mike said. “I won’t go anywhere until you…”
 
   It was too late. Tony had succumbed to the darkness, leaving Mike free to cry without feeling like an absolute dick. And cry he did, but only for a moment.
 
   He stood, turned to face the street and the panicking people swarming through it.
 
   “I’m coming for you, John,” he grunted. It was all very heroic, and would have been all the more gallant if he hadn’t trod on a piece of wood the next second and fallen to the floor clutching his ankle.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Machine-guns fired from the Leopards; both the co-axial and the anti-aircraft mounts unleashed round after round at the creatures. It was like trying to hit Usain Bolt with a shuttlecock. The beasts were too quick, and although several of the bullets landed, they appeared to be unaffected and, more importantly, severely pissed off.
 
   Lieutenant General Jordi Haas had never seen anything like it. The still-expanding creatures were enough to give Freddy Krueger nightmares. The two they had pinned down at the Oude Kerk had survived a barrage of attacks. Very little remained of the Gothic church behind them, which was a shame, really, as it had been there for quite some time. 
 
   “Look out!” one of the infantrymen cried as the octagonal bell-tower – previously an integral part of the old church – flew overhead. “Jesus Christ!”
 
   One of the creatures stood amidst the rubble, clapping its hands together in much the same way you would after swatting a fly with a newspaper. As the bell-tower smashed against the side of a retreating Fennek, the beast yipped. 
 
   “Fire!” Major General Marc Van Bastard yelled, nursing a broken arm. “Fire! Fire! Fucking fire!”
 
   Muzzles flashed as a hundred soldiers gave it everything they had. The two creatures skittered across the rubble, hissing and recoiling as bullets tore into their flesh. Unable to regulate their breathing, their mouths fully opened. 
 
   “Holy shit!” a soldier muttered. Unfortunately for him, the sound of machine-gun fire drowned him out. It was his only line, too, the self-centred sons of bitches.
 
   From the mouths of the creatures came the chewed and compressed remains of hundreds of people. They had been storing their victims in their cheeks, but not any longer. Food was not of paramount importance to them now; the holes riddling their fur and the blood gushing from them had taken precedence.
 
   “Here comes the air-support!” Haas said, jabbing a rheumy finger towards the night sky. The soldiers continued to fire at the creatures, loath to offer them any chance to recuperate. The noise of the jets overhead – three F-16s – was thunderous, even though it only lasted for a few seconds.
 
   The creatures looked to the sky as chunks of flesh and fur rained down; the rounds were doing their job, softening them up for the main event.
 
   There came a hissing sound; something flying through the air at an incredible rate. One of the hamsters groaned in recognition and resignation as soldiers threw themselves to the ground. 
 
   The first missile punched into the darker beast, exploding with the ferocity of John Goodman on curry night. Those infantrymen not on the ground, covering their extremities, were blown from their feet. Major General Marc Van Bastard fist-pumped the air, screaming Hallelujah! at the top of his lungs.
 
   The remaining creature didn’t have time to comprehend what had happened. A second missile, and then a third, whooshed through the air, a smoke trail in their wake. The hamster audibly gulped, swallowing what might have been a prostitute, for it left a very bad taste in his mouth. Luckily, he didn’t suffer for long. The AGM-65s thunked into the creature, detonating on impact. The last thing to go through the creatures mind was its abdomen.
 
   When the dust and flesh settled, a collective whoop of joy sounded around the Oude Kerk, or what was left of it. The soldiers congratulated one another; high-fives and a veritable feast of dick-sucking was the order of the night.
 
   “Targets destroyed,” Lieutenant General Jordi Haas said into his radio. A crackle of cheers responded. The Lieutenant General was already contemplating his speech for the awards ceremony, a certainty after what he’d just achieved.
 
   A massive thud caused Haas to drop his radio. It shattered into hundreds of pieces, leading him to believe they just didn’t make them like they used to.
 
   The soldiers, who had been prematurely celebrating, staggered around, trying to remain on their feet like the crew of the Starship Enterprise did on a daily basis. A huge crack appeared in the concrete beneath their feet, spider-webbing out in all directions. One soldier fell into it; his family would be notified by way of a letter of condolence the following week.
 
   “Shit, there’s another one!” Private Bergkamp screeched. He knew he should have gone into professional football like his brother had.
 
   And by the sounds of it, it was fucking huge.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The hamster scaled the Rembrandt Tower as a crowd gathered at its base. The largest building in Amsterdam had never looked so small. In its mouth, the human continued to make a nuisance of itself, but that was okay. The hamster would eat it as soon as it reached the top. It was nice, it thought, to have something to look forward to.
 
   As it climbed, shit fell from its ass, thumping the ground beneath hard enough to crack the pavement. One woman – Irene Achterberg, whose father invented those shoes with the holes in – was glancing skyward when it started to rain people. Diving for cover, avoiding the shit-covered corpses, she realised that she was standing way too close for comfort, and proceeded to back away, stopping only when she reached her house twelve streets away.
 
   Mike arrived at the tower just as the creature reached the halfway point. He climbed from the cab, paid the guy a handful of euros without checking first whether it was suitable recompense. It was. Five hundred euros was more than the cab-driver made in a month. He sped away before the fool with the death wish had a chance to ask for change.
 
   “Where you going?” Mike muttered, running into the foyer. A stream of people barged past him on their way out, shooting him befuddled glances that said, You do know there’s a giant fucking hamster attached to the building?
 
   The entire tower shook and rattled as the creature continued its ascent. Plaster dropped from the ceiling; a large chandelier that looked extremely expensive fell and shattered at the foot of the first set of stairs.
 
   The elevator. It was the quickest way up, and yet Mike knew it was the most dangerous. The building was unstable, rattling like marbles in a washing machine. For all he knew, the shaft was nothing more than a pile of rubble. The building’s steel foundations may have been compromised. He might get halfway up in the lift before wedging, forever, between two crushed pieces of concrete.
 
   For John, he thought, pushing the flashing green button that summoned the elevator. The door pinged immediately, which was either a stroke of luck or a bad omen. The doors hissed open, and Mike climbed in. There were so many buttons on the panel, he began to panic. “Top floor, dickhead,” he said, jabbing at the button with the largest number on it.
 
   And as the doors slowly closed, beautiful and elegant muzak sprung into life, something by Mozart, perhaps, or Dido. Mike rolled his eyes, suddenly wishing he’d opted for the stairs.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The hamster heaved itself up onto the roof, panting, wishing for nothing more than a huge bottle of water to nibble at. The human in its mouth had done something foul, and at around the three quarter mark the hamster had considered spitting the dirty little fucker out. Think happy thoughts, it had told itself. Wheels, space-cake, water, shavings, wheels, space-cake…
 
   Everything was peaceful up at the top of the tower; the hamster could see a light on the horizon. The sun would be making an appearance very soon, which was a bit of a setback since it had climbed up the tower for somewhere to hide, only to find itself more exposed than Richard Nixon at Watergate.
 
   Still, there was time for a little play. It opened its mouth, spilling the drool-sodden human out onto the roof. It didn’t look that appetising, but the hamster was certain it would taste okay, once it’d got past the stench clinging to it. That was the thing about being an overgrown hamster; you couldn’t afford to be choosy. It had to take what it could get, when it could get it, though that didn’t mean it would settle for any old tosh. It would rather go without than, say, chow down on a bus full of Donny Osmond fans.
 
   The human sat up, wiping slime and bile from its face. “You motherfucker,” it said, but the hamster didn’t understand. It sensed a tone, though, that suggested the guy was more than a little irate.
 
   The hamster sat back on its haunches, batted the angry person around a few times. Not too much, though. It didn’t want to kill it. They tasted funny dead.
 
   A sound caught the hamster’s attention. It sounded like the noise it had once made, rushing around that wheel in its tiny cage. An incessant whoo-ta, whoo-ta, whoo-ta. Standing, the hamster scanned the semi-darkness for the source.
 
   It was then that it saw the things hovering toward it. Like little flies, if little flies had little windmills attached to their heads. There was about twelve of them, flying in formation, circling the building. It was obvious they weren’t there to take photos of the nice, big hamster at the top of the building, and yet the hamster waited for the flash of Nikons, smiling just in case.
 
   What came next could only be described as uncontrolled chaos. As the helicopters fired upon the beast, it seemed to grimace, as if it hadn’t anticipated such brutality. Bullets shaved its fur; rounds shattered its bottom incisors. As the hamster spat out debris, it wondered if it would ever be able to gnaw through anything again.
 
   The human was on its feet, staggering for the centre of the roof, ducking bullets and generally trying to stay alive.
 
   Fuck this, the hamster thought, standing up on its hind legs. It beat at its chest with tiny arms. What should have been a warning to the helicopters suggesting they back the hell off only served to invoke more gunfire and ridicule. Well, I’ll be damned.
 
   Its top incisors flew from its gums, landing a few metres away from the cowering human, who glanced down at them as if they were the body of a dead relative. As more rounds ripped through the hamster, it realised that scaling the tallest building in the fucking city had not been its greatest notion.
 
   As one helicopter got too close, the beast seized its opportunity. Leaping into the air, it used its hind legs to knock the chopper away. It whirled, out of control, down beyond the edge of the roof. A huge explosion came seconds later; the hamster’s tiny stub of a tail was almost completely burnt off as the fire surged up over the edge of the roof.
 
   The helicopters were now loath to get too close; and simply unloaded on the creature from a safe distance. A much safer distance would have been Rotterdam. As they circled the beast, the pilots gawped from cockpit windows with an amalgamation of disgust and awe. That night they had gone to bed bored, myriad pornography tucked beneath their arms, and now here they were, shooting the shit out of a giant rodent. It was amazing how quickly the shit could hit the fan.
 
   One round penetrated the creature’s eyeball; a torrent of blood and aqueous humor spewed from the socket. The hamster tottered backward towards the edge of the roof. The helicopter pilots held their breath. When the beast didn’t, in fact, topple over the edge, the frustration was palpable; one chopper decided to return to base early.
 
   The rodent knew the end was nigh; it didn’t need a confused and bearded man wearing a sandwich board to figure that out. It edged forward, gripping onto the roof beneath its feet for dear life as bullets continued to ricochet off its not-quite impenetrable body. The tiny human it had carried to the top of the building was making a run for it, a string of saliva flapping behind it in the breeze.
 
   Oh no you don’t, the hamster thought. “Squeeeeeeeeeaaaaaak,” it said, dashing lethargically after the fleeing meal. Being gargantuan had its perks; the hamster reached the human in three steps, snatching it up from the roof with its clawed hand. At the same time, the door leading onto the roof burst open, and another tiny human stumbled out, screaming gutturally and looking like one mean sonofabitch.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Mike hadn’t realised just how big the thing had got; it towered over him, thirty foot of stinking rodent. The helicopters surrounding the roof had done a fair amount of damage, but not enough to bring the beast down. As Mike backed away from the creature, he tripped on its razor-sharp incisors, which had been left lying around the roof, ready to cause mass carnage, much the same way a piece of Lego did at the top of a carpeted landing.
 
   The hamster roared as the helicopters continued to fire at it. It was then that Mike saw what the creature was holding.
 
   John. Still alive, and screaming like a granny at a Rod Stewart concert. Mike’s heart leapt into his throat. Had he believed his friend already dead? On the way up in the elevator, with that tinny – and considerably annoying – muzak surrounding him like an eggy fart, the thought had crossed his mind.
 
   Seeing him gave him a renewed vigour. Where there was hope, there was a chance. Where there’s a will, there’s a hundred lost relatives…
 
   “You on the roof,” a robotic voice said. “Head for the exit. I repeat, head for the exit. We have everything under control.”
 
   It was one of the pilots, and from what Mike could see, they had exactly nothing under control.
 
   The creature responded to the monotonous, mechanical voice with a growl. John stopped screaming long enough to realise he was, for the moment, only attached to the creature by the back of his shirt. Claws pierced the collar, but if he could just…get…
 
   Mike watched as John dropped to the roof. The hamster was too busy staring at the helicopters to realise it had lost its captive. John quickly scrambled to his feet and ran for the middle of the roof.
 
   “NOW!” Mike yelled, gesturing to the helicopters. “FUCKING BLAST IT!”
 
   Lining up, the pilots managed to corner the creature; it had no choice but to back away, edging ever closer to the roof’s end. As they fired, the hamster yipped and squeaked. Fur filled the air; it was what Mike imagined a cheerleader slumber party pillow-fight would look like, though perhaps he was just making the best of a very bad situation.
 
   The creature looked solemnly towards the emerging sun before falling back and disappearing from the roof altogether. In that final moment, Mike felt something close to sympathy for the beast.
 
   Something close to it, but not quite…
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The gathering crowd surrounded the fallen beast. Within seconds, pictures circulated the Internet. YouTube videos depicted the moment the creature fell from the tower, rupturing on impact with the ground like a water-balloon. By the end of the year, a cartoon version of the hamster would have a number one single and its own brand of pyjamas.
 
   “I can’t believe you came after me,” John said as they emerged from the tower to be swamped by a hundred reporters. “You are one crazy fool.”
 
   Mike smiled. “It was the least I could do,” he said. “You did set this trip up for me.”
 
   “How did you feel up there?” a beautiful female reporter asked.
 
   “Did you think you were going to die?” a fat man in a fedora said, forcing a microphone into Mike’s face.
 
   “Was it some kind of koala?” another said, rushing around them with a camera on wheels.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The phone clicked as the dial-tone abruptly ended. Mike’s heart raced; he was dreading this, and yet needed to hear her voice, to tell her how sorry he was.
 
   “Mike?” Beth said. God, she sounded good; a little nervous, but good, as if she’d been eating strawberries and drinking champagne. “Mike is that you?”
 
   He sighed. “It’s me,” he said. He hadn’t thought what he would say beyond that, which is why a whole torrent of bullshit began to fall from his lips. “Beth, I’m so sorry. I didn’t go to Blackpool. I went to Amsterdam, and I shouldn’t have, but it was John’s idea, and nothing happened…well, something happened, but it’s not what you think. Okay, there was a tiny thing with a bunch of midgets, but they were just being friendly, and…well, I wanted to tell you I was sorry because I almost got killed by giant hamsters today, and I thought I would never see you again, and the thought of not being able to marry you because I was all chewed up in a big pile of hamster shit made me realise—“
 
   “Mike, it’s okay,” Beth interrupted. “Oh, God, you have no idea how good it is to hear your voice. I saw it all on the TV. I like what you told that fat man to do with his microphone.” He was pretty sure she was crying on the other end of the line, though later she would deny it, stating that she had a bit of a head cold. “I knew where you were,” she said. “John and I organised it. At first I wasn’t sure, but I trust you, babe, and I wanted you to have the best time. John said it would be funny watching you squirm. He said he’d tell me if you felt guilty about it, which is good. It means you’re ready to grow up.”
 
   Mike felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. John – that conniving sonofamotherfucker – had organised the trip with Beth’s blessing, had kept it to himself just to monitor Mike for any signs of remorse. Removing his phone form the situation had made it all the more difficult to contact Beth, to apologise and confess. He should have been angry, and yet he was pleasantly relieved.
 
   “I love you,” he sighed, pinching his nose between thumb and forefinger as the onset of a migraine threatened to hospitalise him. To his right, John appeared. He gave Mike a thumbs up. Mike nodded; smiled even.
 
   “I love you too,” she said. There was a moment of complete silence, and then she said, “Just come home.”
 
   


 
  

The Great Brain Robbery
 
    
 
    
 
   The Man with No Name rode into Delamar. He did, in fact, have a name, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember what it was. You see, Duke McCall (ah, there it is) was not the sharpest tool in the drawer. He could shoot—boy, could he shoot—but shooting was not the be-all and end-all. No, what he wanted more than anything was to be able to think clever things, to ponder the meaning of life, to converse with his cowboy friends without them taking the piss, and to learn how to play proper card games, and not just Snap!
 
   As he rode into town—on the back of a horse whose name also eluded him—folks began to stare. They probably mistook him for a dangerous drifter, the kind of person you didn’t look in the eye unless you wanted a hole where your face used to be.
 
   “Bang, bang, bang!” a child said as he rushed out onto the trail, pointing an invisible pistol at Duke. The child’s mother, panicked and in dire need of a decent babysitter just so she could pop to the saloon once in a while and get tanked off her face, reproached the child and dragged him away from the mysterious traveller. Duke tipped his hat and snorted.
 
   Shutters slammed all around the town (population 47, temporarily 48). Duke was nervous; so was his horse. The beast might have been leaving a trail of shit in his wake, but it was still marginally higher up on the intelligence scale than its rider.
 
   Church bells rang out in the street, and although Duke couldn’t tell the time (as far as he was concerned, either the sun was up, or the moon), he had a funny feeling the bells weren’t chiming to announce noon.
 
   They were a warning to the townsfolk. They had a stranger in their midst.
 
   Duke located the saloon, for that was where he would find what he was looking for. He reverse-parked his horse (much to the horse’s lament) and went in through the batwing doors.
 
   Yep, it was just as he imagined. Clichéd saloon, right down to the tinkering pianist in the corner. A veritable feast of whores (the collective noun for whores is actually a ‘sore’ due to how your genitals feel come morning) were dancing around, lifting their skirts and leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. The bartender was spit-polishing glasses with a rag that obviously doubled as a floor-mop and, quite possibly, a horse diaper. Men surrounded tables, smoking pipes and throwing back rotgut; a couple of tables hosted card games, but Duke couldn’t tell you what those games were, as none of the cards matched.
 
   “Well, what do we have here?” a jolly voice said.
 
   Everything fell silent. The pianist paused mid-song, but kept his long, skeletal fingers on the keys. The dancing girls/barmaids/whores glanced over to Duke, who in turn glanced over his shoulder to see what they were looking at.
 
   “You, you dipshit!” a burly guy said, standing from his table. “You’re not from around here, are ya?”
 
   Duke stuttered for a while before anything came out; there was something incredibly off-putting about all those angry faces glowering at him, and picturing them all naked only made things worse. “I’m from Fort Griffin,” he said, though it was barely more than a lisped whisper.
 
   The burly man stepped towards him, smiling sardonically. His tombstone teeth would have given Doc Holliday nightmares.
 
   “Well, I suggest you go back to Fort Griffin, unless you came here looking for trouble, in which case you done found it.”
 
   “Hit him, Big Bob!” some ancient fart said from the back of the bar. It was followed by roars of approval, and Duke could see in Big Bob’s eyes that the fucker was genuinely considering it.
 
   “I ain’t gonna hit him,” Big Bob said, holding his shovel-hands out as if to prove he was a man of his word. “I just think our friend here made a little mistake, and in order to rectify that mistake, he’s going to turn around, get back on his horse, and ride on out of here.” He turned to Duke, who was still trying to figure out what rectify meant. “Ain’t that right, stranger?”
 
   Now Duke, who should have known better than to get into a fight with such a large and angry man, was in a bit of a predicament. He was passing through Delamar on his way to see his papa, who had shacked up with some schoolmarm from West Virginia. They were marrying next Thursday, you see. Turning ‘round and heading back to Fort Griffin wasn’t an option, and he was exhausted. He just wanted to find a room for the night, and head off in the morning – preferably into the sunrise, like all good cowboys did... or was it sunset?
 
   “I won’t be no trouble,” Duke said, nervously. “I’ll be gone first thing in the morning.”
 
   “Hit that sonofabitch, Big Bob!” the crone at the back of the pub reiterated. “He’s making a fool out of you.”
 
   Big Bob, whose eyebrows now knitted together into one, thick bush, said, “Are you, boy? Are you trying to make me look stupid in front of all these folks here?”
 
   Duke was about to speak when another voice got there before him.
 
   “Now, why don’t you leave this here boy alone?” said an elderly gent as he walked casually across the bar. His clothes suggested wealth, and his demeanour suggested he didn’t really give a shit what people thought of him. His beard was neat in comparison to the other patrons, who appeared to have strapped birds’ nests to their chins before leaving the house that morning. Whoever this guy was, Duke was grateful for him.
 
   “Stay out of this, Doc,” Big Bob said, though he appeared to have shrunk a little, as if the man’s sudden interference had ruined his fun. “This ain’t none of your concern.”
 
   “Well, I beg to differ,” the silver-bearded gentleman said. “From what I can tell, you just plain insulted a guest in our town. You don’t own this place, Bob. And you,” he said, turning in the direction of the geriatric heckler. “You, Sam Roth, ought to know better.”
 
   The heckler also shrank, though he hadn’t been much to begin with. Conspiratorial whispers sounded around the saloon; Big Bob looked apt to explode, and Duke – The Man who Couldn’t Remember His Own Name – didn’t know what the hell was going on.
 
   “You’d better watch your dumb mouth, boy,” Big Bob grunted, jabbing a gargantuan finger into Duke’s ribs. “If I see you after sun-up tomorrow, I’ll shoot you where you stand.”
 
   With that, he turned and made his way back to the table he’d been sitting at. His cards had been fixed to lose, now. He didn’t care, though; he was too riled to play anymore.
 
   The well-kempt man – and Duke’s saviour – ordered two whiskeys from the bar. “In glasses that ain’t got your mouth-piss all over ‘em,” he added as an aside. At the back of the bar, away from angry faces and scheming whispers, they sat. Duke didn’t know what it was about the man sitting opposite, but he liked him. He had a look about him; a countenance that suggested you could trust him, and as long as you didn’t fuck his daughter, he’d be your friend for life.
 
   “The name’s Murphy,” the man said, taking two large gulps of whiskey.
 
   Duke was confused. “The man up there said it was Doc.”
 
   Murphy laughed. “Lord, if brains were taxed, you’d get a rebate.” Duke didn’t understand the insult; hell, he didn’t even know it was an insult. “He called me Doc because I’m a doctor.” He extended his hand across the table. “Doctor Obediah Murphy, and sawbones of this here small town.”
 
   Duke shook his hand. “Er, thanks for…what you did up there.”
 
   “Ah, I hate to see dim folks get bullied,” said Murphy. “Besides, we ain’t out of the woods yet.” He threw the rest of his whiskey down as if it was going out of fashion. As if by magic, a saloon girl appeared at the edge of the table, eager to refill. When she was gone, Murphy said, “That big burly bastard up there—“
 
   “You mean Big Bob?” Duke said, a little louder than he anticipated. How was he to know that the pianist had a dodgy stomach, and would choose that exact moment to rush for the latrine?
 
   “Ssssshhhhh,” Murphy said, glancing across the bar to check they hadn’t been heard. Big Bob was punching a toothless guy in the face, repeatedly, and was therefore otherwise occupied. Murphy sighed and relaxed. “Goddamn, that mouth of yours sure does like to put itself in danger.”
 
   Duke sipped cautiously from his whiskey; he had a knack for missing his mouth. “Look, I just need a place to stay tonight,” he said, coughing and spluttering, drooling and making a general gimp of himself. “I might be stupid, but I can take care of myself if I have to.”
 
   Murphy saw something in the fool’s eyes that suggested he wasn’t lying. “Do you have a gun?” he asked.
 
   Duke shook his head. “I do, back in Fort Griffin. My memory ain’t too good; I left my Peacemaker in the toilet.”
 
   “Well, that’s about as useful as a used stick of dynamite,” Murphy said, lighting his pipe. “But you can shoot?”
 
   “When I’ve got a gun,” Duke smiled, dopily.
 
   Exhaling a plume of smoke that covered his face entirely, Murphy said, “I’ve got a proposition for you, boy. It ain’t gonna be easy, but it’ll get you out of here in one piece, and I’ve been waiting for someone like you to come along for quite some time.”
 
   “Someone like me?” asked Duke, intrigued.
 
   “What I like to refer to as a gen-u-ine re-tard,” Murphy said. His face had taken on a dark expression; it was the kind of look someone gave you just before the stench of a rogue fart hit your nose.
 
   “What do I have to do?” Duke said.
 
   “Come with me,” Murphy said, standing and finishing his whiskey in one swallow. “You’re gonna love this.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Duke couldn’t believe they’d killed his horse; while he and Murphy had been conversing at the back of the bar, Big Bob and two of his men had taken it upon themselves to teach Duke a lesson. They had untied the horse – whatsisname – and used the rope to make a rudimentary noose, which they’d then…well, the rest is pretty simple, and far too graphic for description. Needless to say, Duke was mightily pissed off.
 
   Back at Doc Murphy’s office, he paced back and forth, angry, spewing vitriolic diatribes, pledging vengeance against those responsible.
 
   If only, he thought, I’d brought my gun.
 
   “Now, now, there’s no point in letting it get to you,” Murphy calmly said. “What’s done is done, and karma has a way of levelling things around here. They’ll get what’s coming to ‘em. I don’t doubt it.”
 
   For the first time since Duke had arrived at the Doc’s office, he wondered what the fuck he was doing there. He should have been rustling up a horse and heading for the hills, not admiring some guy’s chemistry set.
 
   “Just through here,” Murphy said, stepping into an adjoining room. “Don’t be touching anything you don’t understand.” For Duke, that meant not touching anything at all.
 
   He followed the doctor into the neighbouring room, and the first thing he saw was the trestle table. It sat proudly in the middle of the room, a gruesome centrepiece, as if the rest of the chamber had been built around it. The second thing he noticed was the walls; each was plastered with illustrations of brains. There were so many pictures of brains that Duke began to hallucinate, watching as they morphed into one giant organism. He blinked the illusion away, and turned to the doctor, who was leaning against the trestle table, looking incredibly pleased with himself.
 
   “What is this?” Duke asked, gesturing to the pictures on the wall, the table upon which the doctor was now perched, the jars of bubbling luminosity lining the shelves of an ancient bookcase.
 
   “This, my dear boy, is where the magic happens; figuratively speaking, of course.” He smiled, once again the smile of his favourite uncle, not the one who stroked his leg when his mother was out of the room. “You hate being stupid, don’t you? You wish you could talk properly to people that mattered, instead of being ridiculed and bullied by fools scarcely brighter than yourself.”
 
   Duke nodded. “Hate being dumb,” he said. “Momma said it’s because I almost hung myself in the womb, but Momma dumb too. Why would there be rope in Momma’s womb?”
 
   “Er, indeed,” Murphy said, trying not to laugh. “Well, what if I said I was on the verge of a major breakthrough, one that would change history, and make you the smartest man in Nevada? What if you were able to work things out, write memoirs and plays, beat even the best poker players and become—“
 
   “I don’t know how to play poker,” Duke interjected. “Only Snap! Will I get better at Snap! ‘cos I always come second, even when I’m playing on my own.”
 
   “You’ll be better at everything,” Murphy said, practically leaping from the table. His enthusiasm unsettled Duke, who was trying to remember which door was the way out in case he had to make a quick exit. There was only one door; after a minute or so of calculations, Duke decided it must be the way out.
 
   “How?” he asked. “I ain’t got time to start reading books. I ain’t got time to start learning how to read. I ain’t got time to start figuring out how to learn stuff. It’s too hard. Momma was right; I should just stick to buryin’ my bone in the back garden, leave all the thinkin’ to everyone else.”
 
   Murphy was astounded, and also on the verge of calling Social Services. “Son, your Momma don’t know shit. I can make you smart. So smart, you’ll make Aristotle sound like he didn’t go to school. So smart, Thomas Edison will be coming to you for advice on energy-saving light bulbs. Boy, you’ll even make me sound like I don’t know a damn thing I’m talking about.”
 
   Truth be told, Duke had no idea what Murphy was talking about, and was therefore unable to determine whether he did himself.
 
   “But best of all, you’ll be able to make people do whatever the hell you want ‘em to.” Murphy finished his sentence so abruptly that Duke suspected he’d had a stroke. 
 
   “What do you mean, ‘make people do what I want them to’?” Duke asked. For a doctor—a highly-respected and intelligent man; you had to be to earn your stethoscope—he was really starting to sound like a lunatic. Maybe he wasn’t the doctor; maybe he was a madman, masquerading as a doctor. Maybe he’d done away with the doctor completely, donned his smock—after giving it a quick bleach, of course—and was now firmly settled into his new overly-polished boots as the doctor of Delamar. Of course, Duke didn’t think any of this; he was too busy watching a moth continuously pepper the wall with headbutts.
 
   And so Murphy began: a story so bizarre that, if he hadn’t lived through it, he would have called bullshit. It was the story of the last sheriff, a man by the name of Joe McGinty. McGinty had ruled Delamar with an iron fist, and people respected him for it. It was a time of relative peace; if anyone stepped out of line…well, Sheriff McGinty would deal with it in the only way he knew how.
 
   Extreme violence.
 
   He didn’t even have to pull the trigger; he made the bandits, the corrupt gaolers, the overpriced whores, and anyone else stupid enough to step out of line shoot themselves. It was part of what made Joe special. His mind was capable of exploding things just by looking at them. “I once watched him take down an entire herd of buffalo with nary a twitch of the eye,” Murphy said. “We ate well that night, I can tell you.”
 
   Sheriff McGinty was a smart man. So smart that he made a deal with the bank, that when he died, they were to take custody of his brain and lock it up safe in their least-accessible vault until such time that he could be brought back to life or placed in the head of another.
 
   “Is that possible?” Duke asked. “That can’t be possible.”
 
   “Oh, it is,” Murphy said. “At least, it is now. I’ve figured it all out. The only goddamn thing is, I can’t put that brain in my own box, so I’ve been waiting for a drifter to come along—a willing participant, if you will. It’s taken me twenty long years to work it out, and ten more for you to come along. This whole town is corrupt to hell, and I’m just about done here. If I could just put that brain inside your hea…” He trailed off as he realised he was talking to himself. The idiot – The Man with no Name – had scarpered, and was currently lost in the adjoining room which, unfortunately for him, had two doors. “Now, don’t go panicking,” Murphy said, catching up to Duke and holding out placatory arms. “The procedure is simple, and I’m sixty-two percent confident it will be a success.”
 
   “Sixty-two percent?” Duke said, calming a little. “That doesn’t mean anything to me.”
 
   “Okay...it’s fail-safe,” Murphy lied; the kid didn’t have to hear about the possibility of a lobotomy, or worse. “And when it’s done, you’ll be unstoppable. One of the greatest minds ever to walk this earth.”
 
   “That would make Momma proud,” Duke said, staring up at a dream-bubble that only he could see. Snapping from his reverie, he said, “But you said this brain is in a safe at the bank. How are you going to get it?”
 
   “I’m not,” Murphy said, grinning so wide it looked as if his face had been axed in half. “You are.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   So, the premise was simple. Duke was also simple. What could possibly go wrong? He, being the stranger in a town that already distrusted him, was to wander into the bank with a revolver (supplied, of course, by Murphy) and threaten to shoot everyone if they didn’t take him to the safe with Joe McGinty’s brain in it. After that, he was to seal himself in the back room with a hostage (probably Ted Hooper, who usually worked Thursdays) and wait for Doc Murphy, who would offer to negotiate with the poor, dumb boy since he’d put him up the previous night and felt somewhat responsible. The current sheriff, Colmwood, would let Murphy talk to the idiot, and that’s when they would perform the switch.
 
   “How long before the new brain kicks in?” Duke asked Murphy as they sat on his porch, smoking pipes and glancing up at the stars.
 
   “I’ve already thought about that,” Murphy said, staring at three whores as they walked by, teasing him with their long frilly dresses and overzealous makeup. “The hard part will be removing your old one. Can’t rush something like that. Once the new one’s in, you should be up and about pretty darn quick. I reckon two, maybe three hours. They’ll wait as long as it takes for you to come out; especially if you have Ted Hooper hostage. I know for a fact that sonofabitch owes the sheriff fifty dollars; Colmwood won’t do anything to risk sacrificing that money.”
 
   And so it was all set. The next day, as soon as the bank opened, they would make their move. Duke was on his way to getting a new brain, one that didn’t malfunction at the mere mention of quantum physics, carbonaceous compounds, or a saddle that didn’t chafe the inner thigh.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “What did you say?” the teller asked, shifting nervously in his seat. Duke didn’t know if he was pointing the revolver at Ted Hooper; this was a time before nametags were compulsory. He looked like a Ted, though, or maybe an Isaac…
 
   “I said stand up, put your hands in the air, and take me to the safe with the brain in it.” Duke had got it right this time. Originally, he’d said, Hand up, put your stands in the air, and take me to the brain with the safe in it. He could see why the teller looked confused.
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the teller said, though he forced his hands into the air, anyway. “You’re the stupid drifter, ain’t ya? I thought I recognised your gormless face when you walked in. Got an absent look about ya. Like you lost something.” 
 
   Duke didn’t take offence. As far as he was concerned, the guy was just pointing out what he already knew. He sighed. “Look…what’s your name?”
 
   “Ted Hooper,” the teller said.
 
   Oh, so it was Ted. That was good news. He owes the sheriff fifty dollars for something or other, Duke thought.
 
   “Look, Ted. I don’t want to have to shoot you, and this revolver is awfully heavy. Can we just skip the part where you pretend not to know about McGinty’s brain? The sooner you open the safe, the sooner we can get things moving.” He was reading it off the back of his hand, though Murphy’s handwriting was atrocious. 
 
   Ted sighed. It was a pity there was nobody around to see the robbery take place, but it was a Thursday, and most people were still in bed sleeping off the Saloon’s Wednesday Night, 2-Cent a Pint promotion. “You don’t have to point that gun at me,” Ted said. “I’ll take you to the safe. To be honest, that thing’s been giving me the creeps since 1872.”
 
   Standing, Ted lowered his arms. Duke didn’t lower the revolver, though perhaps he should have. A lady’s scream from the doorway confirmed it.
 
   “A robbery!” the woman screeched, turning and running from the bank as if chased by a swarm of recalcitrant wasps.
 
   “You’ll want to hurry up to the safe now,” Ted Hooper said, trying his damnedest to avoid the barrel of the gun pointed at him.
 
   Duke nodded. That sounded like a good idea.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Outside the bank it was mayhem. The sheriff had arrived and deputised everyone, including the whores. Even Murphy had been given a badge, which he wore with something akin to shame. There were shooters on the roofs opposite and hiding behind carts whose drivers had stopped to rubberneck. Delamar hadn’t seen action like this since the great Miss Kitty Catfight of 1881, in which several prostitutes had been put out of commission thanks to an irate wife and her Remington 582. 
 
   “He’ll talk to me,” Murphy said, sidling up to Sheriff Colmwood. “Boy don’t know his ass from his elbow; I can make him come out unarmed. Ain’t no need for anyone to die here today.”
 
   Colmwood spat a globule of steaming, black chewing tobacco at Murphy’s foot. Wiping brown drool from his chin, he said, “You tell that simpleton he’s going to gaol for a long time. Ten times as long if he shoots the teller.”
 
   I wonder why that is, Murphy thought but didn’t say.
 
   He made his way to the bank’s entrance, his little bag of tricks clenched tightly in his right hand. “Boy, I’m coming on in. Don’t you go getting trigger-friendly now, you hear me?” And with that, he pushed his way into the bank, leaving behind the hustle and bustle of the gathering throng, who were only hanging around in the hope of seeing blood at some point during the course of the standoff.
 
   Making his way into the back room, where he deduced the safe to be, Murphy deigned to dream, to allow thoughts of a better Delamar into his mind. For the longest time he’d waited, and a chance had finally presented itself in the…
 
   “Ted reckons this is it,” a voice said, startling Murphy. He turned to find the boy, holding McGinty’s brain as if he was about to drop-kick it. “To be quite honest, I don’t think this is much bigger than the one I’ve already got.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   “What are we waiting for, Sheriff?” Big Bob said, chewing nervously on a matchstick. “We should be in there shooting shit up, not out here like tits in the breeze.”
 
   Colmwood shook his head. “We wait,” he said. “We don’t know what that coot’s capable of. He’s got Ted Hooper in there. Poor Ted’s probably got the backdoor trots. Hate to be Peggy Hooper when he hands her his chaps.”
 
   “I knew he was trouble when he walked into the goddamn saloon. There was something in his eyes.”
 
   “Sand?” Colmwood said. “From what I heard, that boy is about as dangerous as a five-year-old girl. No, this ain’t right. This whole thing is off.”
 
   As the afternoon wore on, the crowd began to dissipate; they were eager to see a spot of bloodshed, but, unfortunately, the pigs weren’t going to feed themselves. It was around three when Doc Murphy called out from the bank, by which time Big Bob had fallen asleep, Sheriff Colmwood had started a jigsaw puzzle, and the painted ladies had filled their diaries for the next six weeks.
 
   “Colmwood!” Murphy called. “I’m bringing him out. Poor dummy didn’t know what he was doing. Says he’s sorry, and he didn’t mean no offence.”
 
   “Didn’t mean no offence,” Big Bob said sarcastically, readying his rifle. “Well he ought to have thought of that before he came drooling his way into town!” he called back.
 
   There was a moment of silence, then Murphy said, “Ain’t no reason for a gunfight, you hear me? The boy wants to come quietly.”
 
   Colmwood sighed. “Alright. Come on out. You have my word that none of these here deputised men will shoot him in the face.” At that, Big Bob shot the sheriff (but not the deputy) a disappointed glance. Colmwood winked. “You have my permission to take his head off.”
 
   Big Bob grinned.
 
   Just then, the door to the bank slowly opened. Doc Murphy came out first, his hands reaching for the sky. Behind him, looking sheepish and glistening with sweat, was Ted Hooper. For a guy of only forty-seven, he sure looked ancient. His jaw hung low, like a panting dog, and he was mumbling incoherently, something about the Devil’s work…
 
   And then came the boy. The crowd gasped and whispered as he walked out onto the trail. In his hand, dripping with blood, he carried what looked like a brain. A thin slice around the top of his own head suggested something had taken place inside the bank, something unnatural.
 
   The Devil’s work…
 
   “Shoot him,” Colmwood said.
 
   “Thought you’d never ask,” Big Bob said, raising his rifle. Just as he was about to fire, the gun must have slipped, or…something, for his own head exploded in a mist of red. The shot echoed around town, causing people to fall off their horses, women to burn bread, and – in one case – a whore to bite off her punter’s penis. The sheriff, staring at the headless body of Big Bob, didn’t know what to do. As his deputy crumpled to the ground, he turned to face the boy – the simpleton – standing stock-still in front of the bank.
 
   All around him, heads started to pop like an adolescent’s pimples. Anyone foolish enough to take aim was quickly dispatched. The best thing to do (and most of them had the same idea) was to run as quickly and frantically in the opposite direction. The shot from Big Bob’s rifle was still ringing out when the final body fell; it all happened so quickly that Colmwood didn’t have time to register the heart attack forcing him to his knees.
 
   Through gritted teeth – the pain was immense, and so unreasonable – the sheriff said, “Who…are…you?” He fell onto his side, his last breath already oozing from him.
 
   Stepping up to Colmwood’s shuddering body, the boy who was once a simpleton dropped the bloody brain to the trail, where it was instantly coated with dust and horse shit. “You can call me,” the boy said, “Sheriff Duke McGinty.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

Suicide Bob
 
   Bob didn't know how long he'd been waiting in the tiny, cramped interview-room, and he didn't care. There was a fly – annoying little thing with a whiny buzz – which kept him entertained. He watched as it darted through the air, landed on the desk, bounced off the two-way mirror, and generally made a nuisance of itself, and it would have become something of an irritation had Bob's mind not been elsewhere.
 
   After what seemed like several hours – but was probably mere minutes, such was the power of solitude in an unfamiliar place – a man entered through the only door. This guy, Bob thought immediately, means business; he had that look about him, an intensity that could only be achieved by years of sleepless nights, caffeine-deficiency, and possibly a messy divorce. His suit was dishevelled and stained here and there with remnants of breakfast. Bob didn't know whether to laugh or offer a dry-cleaning service.
 
   “Robert Simmons,” the man said, glancing down at the clipboard in his hand. “I'm Detective Wilkins. I'll be interviewing you this morning.”
 
   Bob smiled. “And it's an absolute pleasure,” he lied. “Will we be having tea? I do like tea, especially that Chinese stuff.”
 
   Wilkins stopped moving, and when he glowered into Bob's eyes, Bob knew he was messing with the wrong guy. The detective slammed the clipboard down onto the desk and lowered himself, laboriously, into his chair.
 
   “You know why you were arrested,” Wilkins said, not quite a question.
 
   Bob knew exactly why he'd been nicked; three people were dead, and he was the only witness. Of course they were going to arrest him. “I assume it's got something to do with what happened at the supermarket,” he said, nonchalantly. “Can you believe that shit? One minute everyone was going about their business, the next they started offing themselves. I mean, the things that get into people. I've never seen anything like it.”
 
   The fly – which had not irritated Bob to such extremes – landed on the desk in front of the detective, who brought his fist down on it, squishing it flat. Bob was pretty sure the the fly had tried to escape, and was now painted somewhere on Wilkins' sleeve; just another stain on a suit of many.
 
   Without taking his eyes off Bob, Wilkins wiped his fist on the edge of the table. “We've never seen anything like it, either,” he said, grimacing. His teeth were tobacco- and coffee-stained, as Bob expected. Wilkins was so stereotypical that Bob found himself stifling laughter.
 
   “Something funny?” the detective asked.
 
   “Not really,” Bob replied. “I was just wondering if you were married. Since you don't wear a ring, I'm assuming not.”
 
   “Divorced,” Wilkins said, shifting nervously in his seat.
 
   Of course you are, Bob thought.  
 
   “Okay, let's cut to the chase, shall we?” the detective said, leaning in towards Bob as if he was about to kiss him. “We both know that you had something to do with what happened this morning. You were the only one there, and as far as I'm aware people don't just start committing suicide in the middle of their shopping.” He leaned back, took a deep breath, then added, “Shit, I even knew Betty Dawkins. The woman was a devout Christian, and people like her don't just do . . . what she did.”
 
   “Maybe she was having a bad day,” Bob offered. “Maybe her church cancelled the annual fayre, and she was left with eight gallons of raspberry jam and no fucker to give them to.” He grinned. “It happens. I once heard of a guy tossing himself off a bridge because his mom got him the wrong colour iPod for Christmas. Pretty sure that guy was thirty, which is fucked up enough—”
 
   “Betty Dawkins had grandchildren that she worshipped and a whole batch of cats that now have to be re-homed. I doubt she had motive to do . . . what she did without provocation.”
 
   Wilkins was getting flustered. The room was stuffy all of a sudden, as if the air had been removed with a vacuum. You could have cut the atmosphere with a plastic spoon.
 
   Bob, who had been leaning on the table with his elbows, relaxed back into his chair, his mind working overtime. He wished the fly was still alive; that little fella was fun compared to the detective.
 
   “Okay,” Bob finally said. “I'll tell you everything, but you won't believe it.”
 
   Wilkins produced a pen from his breast-pocket. “Try me.”
 
   “Well, I always shop there, for starters. It's the only place that does those big lasagnes. You know, the ones that you're supposed to share, but I don't. Anyway, I was by the freezer, when this guy . . . “
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bob was standing next to the freezer, lasagne in hand, when the man appeared beside him. He was a big lad; must have weighed close to three-hundred pound, and the first thing that entered Bob's head was: Fat Camp. The weight, though, wasn't the guy's major malfunction. Sure, he stank of sweat and his tee-shirt was daubed here and there with dark patches, but it was a warm day, so Bob forgave the guy. 
 
   “So, anyway, I'm gonna come round and fuck you up, bitch!” the fat man said into his mobile phone, which looked miniature in comparison to his gorilla-fist, as if it was nothing more than a convincing toy. “That's right. You better be ready, motherfucker! Whoa, who you calling fat, bitch? I'll fuck you up . . . “
 
   Bob didn't want anything to do with it, so he moved along the freezers, still holding his lasagne, only now he was really gripping it, as if the Fatman was apt to snatch it from him. He tried to ignore the conversation, but it was so damn hard. The guy was practically yelling into his phone, and people were avoiding the frozen food aisle specifically because of it.
 
   “Man, your cousin's a pussy!” the man bellowed as he rifled through the curly-fries. “I'll fuck him up too!” He snatched up a pack of fries and tossed them into his already-overflowing trolley.
 
   Bob decided that now was a good time to exit stage-left. He made for the end of the aisle at precisely the moment Fatman decided to swing his trolley around in a full U-turn. 
 
   Bob heard the clatter first, then felt the stinging sensation as his ankle folded over.
 
   Now, Bob didn't expect an apology – though it would have been nice – but what fell out of the fat man's mouth was so cutting that Bob almost fell back into the onion-rings.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing, you cunt!” Fatman gasped. Spittle flew into Bob's face, and he shut his eyes and waited for it to all be over. “You motherfucker! Almost upended my fucking shopping. No, not you, some faggot in the supermarket. I'll get back to you in a minute.” Bob opened his eyes in time to see the fat man shut his mobile-phone. He then proceeded to check his shopping over, as if the collision with Bob's ankle might have miraculously caused contents to spill or break. When he was satisfied that everything was still intact – no surprise there – he turned his attention back on the perpetrator, his face all contorted up. He looked like one of those jelly-toys you could buy, the ones where the eyes pop out if you squeeze them.
 
   Bob was about to apologize, even though he'd done nothing wrong, when Fatman decided to slap him hard across the face. At first, Bob didn't know what had happened; it was like a blink, and then a burning pain hit him, and shortly after he realised he'd been hit.
 
   “That's what you get!” the fat man said. “Motherfucker picked the wrong guy to mess with.”
 
   Bob didn't speak. He didn't have to. Part of his brain told him to walk away, to accept the slap, take his lasagne to the counter, and head home. In hindsight, that would have been the right thing to do, but in the heat of the moment he did the other thing.
 
   He leaned across and placed his palm on the fat man's arm. Now, Fatman, who was still celebrating his sweet connection with the side of Bob's face, was about to say something, about to object to the sudden intrusion of his personal-space, though to be honest his personal-space was the whole store, the parking-lot and most of the street. His mouth was open, then shut, then open – he looked remarkably fishlike. He wanted to speak, to slap Bob's hand off and tell him to go fuck himself, but it just wouldn't come. Instead, he had the strangest urge, an almost uncontrollable compulsion to hurt himself.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Bob said, allowing his hand to slip away. Was he, though? The guy deserved it, didn't he?
 
   Fatman stood for a few seconds, his eyes as wide as his mouth; he looked positively catatonic, and then he moved towards the freezer. Bob apologized again, but by then he was certain he didn't give a shit. He watched as Fatman lifted the freezer lid, dropped to his knees, placed his head between the fridge and its door, and proceeded to slam it shut on his face. There was a terrible sound, a little like meat being slapped down onto a butcher's counter, and after roughly eight slams – Bob wasn't counting; that would have been sick – Fatman's right eye popped out and dangled, loosely, on his cheek. After around a minute of pummelling, the man slumped with his head still in the freezer. Bob wondered if he was, even after death, trying to get at the ice-cream.
 
   Just then, a woman screamed. Bob spun around to find a tiny, elderly lady standing motionless in the aisle. She gazed at the bloated figure half-in, half-out of the freezer, then at Bob. It was clear what she was thinking.
 
   “I didn't—” Bob began, but it was fruitless. The woman screamed again; her dentures rattled around in her mouth as she tried to call for help. Bob really didn't need this. He only wanted a lasagne, one of the big ones that you're supposed to share, but he didn't. It was too early in the morning for this nonsense.
 
   “Murderer!” the woman screamed, backing slowly towards the end of the aisle. Even her wrinkles were trembling. “You . . . murderer!”
 
   Bob didn't know what else to do. In a few moments, he would be tackled to the ground by some overzealous security-guard, and his stomach was already rumbling. He decided to hurry towards the counter, make his purchase and hope they let him leave the store without further ado. As he reached the elderly woman, she must have panicked – that was the only excuse Bob could come up with for what she did next. 
 
   She grabbed onto his arm.
 
   Bob was not big like Fatman, but he was pretty sturdy, and almost twice the size of the creature hanging off his arm like a capuchin monkey. Bob instantly felt bad for her, because he knew what was going to happen to the poor, old gal.
 
   “Murderer! You killed . . . “ she trailed off, her eyes vacant, her dentures dropping out completely and shattering on the tiled floor. Bob shook her off as quickly as he could, but it was too late. He couldn't even stick around to watch this one, so he headed towards checkout, where he hoped the events of aisle seven had gone unnoticed.
 
   They hadn't.
 
   A security-guard had taken up the position formerly held by the teenage checkout girl. She was running for the door, and when she reached it she began to frantically search for keys on a ring of many. When she found the one she was looking for – the only one with FRONT written on it in black marker-pen, she shoved it nervously into the lock and turned it.
 
   “I didn't do anything!” Bob said, knowing it was useless. “Some guy just slammed his head in the freezer. Check the CCTV if you don't believe me.”
 
   “Oh, we will,” the guard said, standing from the checkout-booth. He took one big step forward. Bob half-expected the floor to shake, or at least the sound of tins rattling off their shelves behind him. “The police are on their way.”
 
   Great, Bob thought. This is why I don't come out the house. He glanced down that the lasagne, which was practically thawing in his hand. Somehow, it was the lasagne's fault.
 
   “I'm leaving,” Bob said. “I didn't do anything, so you can't keep me here.” But he knew he had, and they could. He moved to the side, hoping the guard was as slow as he looked. He was, but something stopped him from chasing, and both he and the young checkout girl gawked at the entry to aisle four as if a dinosaur had suddenly appeared.
 
   It wasn't, of course, a dinosaur. That would be silly. It was the little old lady, and she was scrabbling at some cardboard, whispering incoherently to herself, or God, or anyone who would listen.
 
   “Excuse me, Ma'am,” the guard said. “everything's going to be okay. The police are on their way, and . . . “
 
   And that was as far as he managed to get before she peeled the scissors from their package. She glanced up at the three people watching, her gummy mouth flapping audibly, as if she was sucking an invisible lollipop. Then she raised the scissors high, and plunged them into her neck. The arterial spray was something out of a horror-movie, and the checkout girl screeched as well as any scream-queen as the old woman's blood geysered out.
 
   “Holy shit!” the guard gasped as the woman stabbed herself a few more times, though once – Bob surmised – was plenty, and the rest had just been showing off.
 
   “See, everyone's gone mental,” Bob said, cornering the end checkout. “I just want to get out of here, eat my goddamned lasagne.” He tossed a five-pound note in the direction of the checkout girl, who backed away from it as if it was tainted with anthrax. Bob was almost at the door when the guard tackled him. They hit the ground with a thump, which was exactly the noise Bob made as the wind leapt from him.
 
   “Get Derek down here, now!” the guard yelled at the frightened girl.
 
   There came the sound of heels on tile as the girl raced off to find Derek, whoever the hell he was.
 
   Bob didn't want to stick around to find out.
 
   The weight on top of him was immense, but he managed to get his arm free. He tapped, once, on the back of the guard's head, and after a few seconds the weight was gone.
 
   Bob clambered to his feet, coughing and spluttering as if he'd gone ten rounds with Tyson. The guard backed away slowly; his eyes were glazed over – as expected – and his expression was one of morose resignation.
 
   “You should've let me leave,” Bob said. “I just wanted to get out of here.” He didn't know who he was trying to justify himself to. The guard sure as hell wasn't listening, and the girl had gone off looking for Derek.
 
   The guard grunted before disappearing, at pace, down the baking aisle. Bob decided that enough was enough, and he lunged for the door. It was locked. Of course it was – he'd watched the girl lock it. He picked up the nearest thing, which happened to be a stack of shopping-baskets, and launched them at the glass. The first hit barely made a noise, the second cracked it slightly, and the third went straight through. It was, Bob thought, testament to the anti-robbery glass makers who supplied and fitted all the major stores. He didn't know any armed robbers that carried a stack of shopping-baskets around with them.
 
   As he climbed through the jagged hole, being careful not to snag his best jeans on the protruding shards, a voice called out from inside the store. Derek, no doubt.
 
   “Come back here! The police will catch you! They're on their way!”
 
   Bob didn't know Derek, but he assumed he was the type of person who still lived at home with his mother; a fifty year-old virgin with strange hobbies and even stranger dress-sense.
 
   Bob raced for his car, which was parked in the disabled-spot to the left of the supermarket. He'd convinced himself that what he had was a disability, so why shouldn't he take full advantage of the perks?
 
   He was in the car and pulling out of the parking-lot when the police arrived. Bob wasn't sure how many cops the city had, but he was pretty sure this was all of them.
 
   He knew there was no way out, so  he switched off the engine and slowly crawled out. His lasagne was still in his damp hand, and he just hoped the police – as smart as they were – didn't mistake it for a deadly weapon.
 
   He was being read his rights when the checkout girl screamed from the front of the building. Everyone, including Bob, turned to see what all the commotion was about. The girl was pointing up, though not for long.
 
   Her finger followed the security guard all the way to the ground, where he splattered outwards like a water-balloon filled with paint.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Wilkins waited, as if this ending was not enough. As if now was the perfect time to introduce the aforementioned dinosaur.
 
   “And that,” Bob said, “is how it happened.”
 
   For a moment, Wilkins sat smirking. After he'd had time to consider the story, and the fact that he'd seen the CCTV footage first-hand – and it was exactly as this Robert Simmons had recounted it – his smirk dissipated, and a look of utter confusion crept into its place.
 
   “So, you're telling me that they committed suicide,” Wilkins said, “because they touched you?”
 
   Bob gestured with both hands. “Exactly. Though technically I touched them.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds?” Wilkins asked. “That you have some sort of superpower that makes people want to go off and kill themselves?”
 
   “Hey, I'd have been much happier with invisibility, believe me. Do you know how many pets I got through as a kid? Huh? I'll tell you. Thirteen dogs and fifteen cats, that's how many. At first we just thought they were unlucky, that the road we lived on was notoriously dangerous. Turns out they were tossing themselves out into the traffic.”
 
   Wilkins clicked his tongue. “Bullshit,” he said.
 
   “It's true. I once petted a friend's gecko. The next day, they found it hanging in its vivarium.”
 
   “Ahhhhh,” Wilkins said, shrugging of Bob's nonsense as if he found it offensive. “I'm going to get some coffee, and when I come back I want the truth. None of this fucking bullshit about suicide powers and depressed lizards, you hear me?”
 
   Bob watched as Wilkins stood. “I'll be telling you exactly the same thing when you come back, Detective. It's the truth, and I don't know what else to say.”
 
   “People have free will,” Wilkins sighed. “You can't just make somebody toss themselves off a four-storey building.”
 
   “That was an accident,” Bob said. “That guard was sitting on me. I could hardly breathe—”
 
   “Okay,” Wilkins said. “Since I don't think you're a danger, except to yourself, I'm going to prove it to you. Let's go up to the roof, you can touch me, and we'll see what happens.” He smiled, as if this was the best idea he'd ever had.
 
   “That's suicide!” Bob gasped. “You'll die, and I'll probably be charged with pushing you.”
 
   “Okay,” Wilkins said. “I'll write a note to say that I jumped, that you didn't push me at all. Since this is all academic, why the fuck not?”
 
   Bob considered it. He'd never intentionally used his power on someone before. In fact, the majority of the time he wore gloves. If only, he thought, I'd bothered to put them on this morning.
 
   “Okay,” Bob said. “But I want a full disclaimer, and the opportunity to apologize to you up front.”
 
   “Never mind all that, dickhead,” Wilkins said. “Ten minutes from now, I'm gonna be on the phone to the hospital. You're clearly not right in the head.”
 
   Wilkins scribbled a few words down on the back of his interview-sheet. Bob interrupted a few times to make sure everything was there. He didn't want any nasty surprises once Wilkins had gone over the edge, which was why he checked and double-checked the paperwork before they headed up to the roof.
 
   Once there, Wilkins seemed to have lost his nerve a little. Bob wasn't sure whether he'd had a change of heart, if he believed the story Bob had imparted down in the interview-room, or if he was simply scared of heights. Whatever it was, though, it was almost enough to make Bob back out.
 
   “Come on, then,” Wilkins said as the wind lifted his centre-parted hair and rustled his irreparably stained suit. “Do what you've got to do so we can go back down and stop all this nonsense. I have other cases I need to be working on, and you're a pain in the—”
 
   Bob brushed Wilkins' arm, just once, and it was enough to stop the detective mid-sentence. This was not how he'd anticipated the day to unfold; it was strange how everything could go tits up in just a few hours. The thought of the lasagne – which was probably locked up in some drawer downstairs, waiting for him – made his stomach rumble. It was a selfish thought, especially since Detective Wilkins had already begun to edge towards the wall at the end of the building.
 
   Bob didn't need to watch the man go over; he knew how this one ended.
 
   He folded the signed disclaimer and stuffed it into his pocket. The wind whipped around his head, but Bob had very little in the way of hair, nowhere near enough to lift up like a wayward toupee the way Wilkins' had.
 
   As people down on the street began to scream, and one man yelled for the guy to “Stop pissing about and jump already!” Bob pushed his way back into the building, expecting a torrent of policemen to apprehend him before he reached the exit. He was pleasantly surprised when none of them even noticed him. He was out, through the double-doors at the front, and on his way back to collect his car from the supermarket when an ironic thought suddenly came to mind.
 
   The fly. If Wilkins hadn't been so quick to squash the bug, Bob would have demonstrated his power right there in the interview-room. There would have been no need to climb the steps to the roof, no need for Wilkins to act all tough, and no need for the local council to come along now and sponge him up from the street.
 
   With the thought of the squashed fly in mind, Bob didn't feel so bad about Wilkins.
 
   And all he could think about was lasagne. Tasty, meaty, saucy lasagne . . . and a new pair of gloves.
 
   


 
  

The Wrexham Chainsaw Masochist
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Seth climbed down from the tree and wiped the sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his shirt. Staring up at the oak, he realised he’d underestimated the job. “Stubborn sonofabitch,” he grunted up at the tree, as if its recalcitrance was deliberate, somehow.
 
   “Morning,” a cheerful voice said. Seth turned to find big fat Bertha standing at his gate, her ludicrous little dog cradled in the folds of her arms. She wouldn’t have bothered him if it weren’t for the obviousness of her crush. There wasn’t, Seth thought, enough alcohol in the world…
 
   “Yes, yes it is,” he said, hoping his sardonic tone hit the mark. He was in no mood for palaver, especially with Bertha, whose mere appearance made him feel queasy.
 
   “Nice chainsaw,” she said, realising she had nothing better to say. “Is it one of those special—“
 
   “Petrol,” he said, trying to ignore the voice in his head which urged him to run her through with it. “Nothing special about it. Just an ordinary chainsaw.”
 
   Bertha slumped; the news must have been far more disappointing to her than Seth had anticipated. “Well, I’d better be getting on,” she said.
 
   Yeah, I should imagine it’s time for your second breakfast, Seth thought, but didn’t quite have the balls to say. Instead he nodded, pulled the starting handle and watched as she walked away. The roar of the saw was just loud enough to silence the sound of her cyclopean footsteps. Seth was pretty sure he felt the ground rumble beneath him, though it might have been resultant of the vibrating machine he held.
 
   He eyed the ladder once again, and then the tree. “Let’s see if we can get you down,” he said, before realising he was talking to a tree and shouldn’t be too disappointed when it failed to reply. He placed one foot on the bottom step, and was about to move up to the second when he slipped.
 
   Never climb a ladder with a running chainsaw. That should have been one of the commandments, along with Thou shalt not eat a lemon when thou hast an ulcer, and, Thou shalt be extra careful when thou zippeth up thy fly. Perhaps if it had made the list, Seth wouldn’t have sliced the top of his finger as the chainsaw brushed past it. He toppled back, landing with a thump at the base of the tree.
 
   And that was when the pain hit him: a searing burn that drew his attention to the fleshy pulp of his middle finger. A whole phalange was gone, buried in the grass, no doubt. Probably already being carried off by a man-eating worm; the garden was fucking filled with them.
 
   The chainsaw fell silent in the grass beside him; the cessation of its roar meant he had the perfect opportunity to cry for help, to scream that he had suffered an accident and, more than likely, required stitches. He’d already given up on locating the rest of his finger.
 
   But he didn’t cry out for help, as perhaps he should have. In fact, the pain had subsided a little, and now there was something else, something much nicer than the agony of the preceding thirty seconds.
 
   He realised he was erect.
 
   Erect, and very, very excited.
 
   As his finger continued to pump out blood, he clambered to his feet and ran for the house.
 
   He had something that needed taking care of.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Three days later, Seth decided it was time to attack the tree again. He had reached the sensible conclusion that it wouldn’t chop itself down, and since he had a little spare time on his hands – football season was over, and one of the perks of being unemployed was that he didn’t have to worry about something as banal as leaving the house – he would put it to good use.
 
   Staring up at the tree, however, made him realise just how pathetic his life was. The oak that prevented any sunlight from reaching his house might as well have been a botanical representation of him, inasmuch as they were both getting on a bit and neither of them was good for anything. Was this how he would spend the rest of his days?
 
   “Not if I can help it,” he said, pulling the cord that whipped the chainsaw into life. The familiar roar offered him a newfound purpose; he couldn’t fathom how a sound – especially one so clamorous and unappealing – caused hackles to rise on the nape of his neck. He was suddenly very aware that the erection had returned with a vengeance. If a passing neighbour was to glare down at his crotch, they would either be mightily impressed or genuinely disturbed. 
 
   Seth guessed the latter, which was why he allowed the chainsaw to fall silent before quickly making his way into the house.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with me?” he said as the door slammed shut behind him. He was standing in his hallway, the chainsaw still clutched tightly in his right hand. He glanced down at it, and for a moment he didn’t see it as a tool, an industrial machine that could take out someone’s eye if they weren’t careful with it.
 
   He saw the curves, the beautiful structure of the thing. The erection pushing against the front of his jeans was bordering on unnatural; by now, Seth knew he had to sort it out. He wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything else until he gave in to it.
 
   His finger was still sore – and itchy as hell. He knew, as he unzipped himself, that the only way he would be satisfied was if he once again felt the touch of the chainsaw’s blade, the pain as it cut into his flesh.
 
   “Just me and you, baby,” he whispered to the machine, licking his lips.
 
   And like all good machines, it did the job it was asked to do.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Bertha didn’t know what had happened, but she spied an opening. The ambulance was parked in front of Seth’s house, and she’d watched from her bedroom window as they stretchered him out. He looked okay, for which she was grateful. His hand was bandaged to the wrist; the crimson blossoms showing through the gauze suggested he’d had a mishap. Something minor, perhaps, like slipping whilst chopping onions.
 
   She’d made her way down to the ambulance, leaving Betsy – her Cavapoo – in the house where she would be safe. Bertha wasn’t certain, but she could have sworn Seth’s eyes lit up when he saw her approaching.
 
   “Oh, Seth!” she gasped, sounding like something from a black-and-white children’s programme. “What have you been up to?”
 
   He sighed, glanced down at the bleeding, bandaged appendage. “Damn chainsaw got away from me,” he said. “They think they’ll be able to save two of the fingers, but the others were pretty mangled.”
 
   Bertha swooned, and for a moment she thought she might faint.
 
   “They’re only fingers,” Seth said, as if he was obliged to offer her reassurance just so she didn’t plant herself in the tarmac behind the ambulance. “Plenty more where they came from.”
 
   Bertha was too busy thinking about what those mangled fingers might feel like brushing over her flesh, her folds, the parts that she needed a shoe-horn to clean. “I really am sorry for your…” She paused, swallowed hard and tasted bile. “…Your loss.”
 
   “Don’t be,” he said. “It’s toes that make a difference. Take off one of those and you’ll be falling all over the place like a mad woman’s breakfast.” He laughed; Bertha didn’t.
 
   A paramedic appeared from the back of the ambulance. Bertha was disappointed to discover that not all medical staff had the Hollywood countenance of ER or Grey’s Anatomy. This guy looked like he’d tried to perform surgery on his own head…with a blunt hacksaw.
 
   “Are you with…?” the paramedic said, gesturing to Seth, who was frantically shaking his head with dissent.
 
   “I could go with you,” she said. “Lord knows hospitals are a horrible place to sit around, and you don’t know how long you’re going to be.” She wondered why he was shaking his head so violently. For a moment, she thought he was suffering some kind of seizure as a result of his wounds.
 
   “I’ll be okay,” he told her. To the paramedic, he said, “We can go now.”
 
   Bertha was deflated. Not physically, which would have perhaps been the only way Seth would have allowed her to accompany him to the hospital.
 
   “I’ll be here when you get back,” she told him, and then added, “If you need anything.”
 
   Seth told her he would be fine, that he wasn’t an invalid and that losing a few fingers wouldn’t mean he started rolling around the place like Stephen Hawking.
 
   The paramedic closed the door, and a second later the ambulance was pulling away, leaving big fat Bertha feeling somewhat confused and aroused.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Seth hid the chainsaw, as if that would somehow help his current anomalous tendencies. The only problem he had, though, was that he knew where he’d hid it. And so he would picture it sitting there, in the dark, the wondrous curves of its handle, the fascinating oily sheen of its blade. He was in a constant state of stimulation, but there was nothing he could do about it. He tried to rub one out, but only wound up sore and frustrated. He bought a magazine from the local newsagents: Logger’s World. But the machines in there did nothing for him. In fact, he felt like he was cheating on Deborah.
 
   Yes, he’d named her. Deborah, sitting all alone in the darkness of the shed, waiting for the next time it all got a little too much. She was a minx, a real tease, and Seth didn’t know how much longer he could go on pretending he could live without her.
 
   His fingers were on the verge of healing completely, and as much as he’d hated that wasted afternoon in A&E, he knew he would go through it all again just for the thrill of loving Deborah.
 
   That night, almost a fortnight after losing two fingers and a thumb, he walked down the garden path and flung open the doors to the shed.
 
   “There you are,” he said, twisting his nipple ever-so-slightly. “I couldn’t wait any longer, baby.” He snatched Deborah up from the floor and carried her into the house. Knowing the consequence of his actions was not enough to stop him. She was his soulmate, and if he didn’t take care of it soon, he feared his cock might explode, rendering him completely obsolete. 
 
   As she roared into life, so did he. As the blood-splattered walls dripped with his lifeblood, he experienced the most intense orgasm of his life.
 
   And then there was nothing.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Bertha couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Another ambulance was parked outside Seth’s house. She wondered if the stitches on his hand had opened up. Would that be enough to warrant a paramedic? She didn’t know.
 
   She rushed down the stairs and out onto the street. It was then that she saw the police cars that she had failed to notice from her bedroom window; they had been obscured by the massive oak tree in Seth’s front garden, the one he’d been trying to cut down for weeks.
 
   “Go back inside, Betsy,” she instructed the dog as it chased after her. It understood and ambled back in through the front door. Bertha paced across the street, her bingo-wings swinging in the breeze. It wasn’t until she reached the curb on the other side that she realised she was wearing only a bra and knickers. Several police officers gagged at the sight; one actually upchucked his breakfast Subway.
 
   “Is he okay?!” she screeched at seemingly no one. For some reason, they had all turned away from her. “Please, somebody tell me Seth’s okay!”
 
   Just then, the paramedic from the last incident – Hacksaw Clooney – emerged from Seth’s house. He looked despondent, ashen, as if he’d seen something he would rather not have.
 
   “Please, somebody tell me what the hell is going on!’ She sounded somewhat porcine; all that was missing was a randomly-placed snort.
 
   “I’m afraid there’s been an accident,” the paramedic said, holding out a hand to move Bertha along. It was like shifting a wardrobe.
 
   “What kind of accident?” she asked, but the paramedic didn’t have time to reply.
 
   Two more paramedics – slightly better looking, Bertha thought, than old Chewface – emerged from Seth’s house. Upon the stretcher they carried were two small body bags. Bertha wasn’t the sharpest tool in the drawer, but she knew that the probability of ever seeing Seth again was not good.
 
   “I’m afraid your friend had an unhealthy obsession with his chainsaw,” Chewface said. And that was all he offered before following the men with the stretcher to the ambulance.
 
   Bertha fell to her knees, which provided ample cushion for the rest of her. She was still screaming as the ambulance pulled away, with the halved remains of her one true love rattling around in its rear.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   She was naked. Folds overlapped one another, so much so that if you didn’t know what you were looking at, you might mistake it for a mountain of swine. Despite her own animosity toward her body, she had never felt so goddamn sexy in all her life.
 
   She reached down to the side of the bed and picked up her new toy. The mere touch of it almost brought her to orgasm, but she bit her lip, knowing that what was to come would be better than anything she’d felt before.
 
   Betsy, the annoying little Cavapoo, appeared in the doorframe and yipped once or twice to get her attention.
 
   “Oh, fuck off!” Bertha screeched. The dog winced at the terrifying tone of her mistress. “What’s good enough for the gander is good enough for the goose.”
 
   She pulled the cord, and Seth roared into life. She couldn’t wait to feel his caress and the pain that followed.
 
   Together at last, she thought.
 
   She bought the sawblade down on her thigh and relished the agony, knowing very well that it wouldn’t last for long.
 
    
 
   


 
  

Help! My Ass has Rabies!
 
   “Four cheeseburgers, four large fries, eight chicken wings, four full-fat cokes and as many sachets of ketchup you can get away with giving me without your ass gettin' fired,” said the morbidly obese man in the ridiculously undersized car. It was amazing that he had managed to pile himself into it in the first place, though some of him was still hanging out through the open window; an arm that looked like Jabba The Hutt's ball-bag flapped around in the breeze, slapping against the car door with grotesque squelching noises. “Oh, and make sure somebody else puts the food together,” Fatty added. “Don't want any of those zits going off around my dinner.”
 
   Kevin didn't argue; he simply nodded like the pathetic, ugly, useless, bed-wetting sonofabitch that he was. “Would you like to go large with that?”
 
   The man, for a second, thought he was being mocked. He was a fat-bastard, yes, but that didn't mean he would automatically upgrade his meal. “Are you takin' the piss? You think I like looking like this, all fat and wobbly? You think I choose to look like this? I have to talc my titties every fucking mornin', and you think you can just offer the fat-man more food and everything'll be okay?”
 
   Kevin recoiled in horror. He hadn't meant any offence, but listening to the guy ranting on, his bratwurst-arm slapping against the car door, he kind of felt sorry for him. “I have to ask everyone whether they want—“
 
   “It's not the question,” the red-faced fatty interrupted. “It's the way you ask it; like I should say no, give me the pussy-sized meal 'cos I've already gone and ate my fair share. Well, I'll tell you what...” he pushed his sweaty, bald head out of the window about an inch, his eyes straining to read the nametag pinned to his server, “...Kevin. I will have the fat-bastard size, because I can, and because my doctor says it's too late for me, anyhow, so run along, make it fucking large, and don't be popping any of those goddamned yellow-heads near my motherfucking food!”
 
   Kevin didn't – couldn't – speak. He simply jabbed a finger in the general direction of the second window, feeling sorry for the poor bastard who was working it. Fatty grinned and drove slowly forward, licking his lips at the prospect of his food.
 
   It was a shitty job, but somebody had to do it. Just a pity, Kevin thought, that I didn't pay more attention in school. He could have been a lawyer, or a doctor; if only he'd concentrated in class, instead of slowly masturbating through his trouser-pocket at the sight of any girl close enough. 
 
   “You okay?” a voice said, startling him. He turned from the register to find Wendy Dole staring at him with those big, green eyes of hers. 
 
   “Yeah,” Kevin said, his trademark stammer making him sound even more remedial than he looked. “Just a bad customer.”
 
   “Did you tell him to fuck off?” she asked, in all seriousness. When Kevin shook his head, she nodded. “Good, because that's exactly the kind of dumbass fucking manoeuvre that'll get you fired.” She was the boss—or she liked to think she was. Her father was the manager, which, by proxy, made her the manageress, or at least assistant. Not many people liked her, but Kevin didn't have an issue. She was simply doing what the rest of them would have done in the same circumstances: abusing power. “You want me to hock a loogie on his burgers?”
 
   Kevin didn't know whether she was serious, or if it was a test. Did he risk instant dismissal by saying yes? She would have to be one low-down dirty bitch to pull that on him; and she was.
 
   Just as Kevin was about to speak, the fat man's food went past. “Is that for the guy at window two?” Wendy said, snatching the bag out of the hands of its carrier.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, trying not to look offended. Looking offended might be grounds for instant dismissal.
 
   Without another word, she reached into the bag, unwrapped a burger, removed the top bun and drooled what seemed like a never-ending torrent of spit all over the meat. She placed the bun back on and squashed it down, smiling to herself. Kevin – being Kevin – dry-heaved. The woman was a maniac; a disgusting, despicable creature who had no place on God's green earth, and yet he found himself strangely attracted to her for her gross actions. She dropped the burger back in the bag and ushered the dumbstruck individual along.
 
   She turned back to Kevin. “Feel better?” she asked.
 
   He nodded. “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh, and by the way,” she said, shoving a half-smoked cigarette into the corner of her mouth. “You're working an extra shift tonight. Roger called in sick, so I had to speak with Daddy, and he said I was good to sack him.”
 
   Kevin opened his mouth, but it was no use. He stood there like a fish out of water for thirty seconds before Wendy gave up and walked away.
 
   “I should have said something,” he muttered, as he watched her ass make its grand exit. 
 
   He turned back to the window and sighed, resigned to the fact that he was stuck there for at least another four hours.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The car idled its way off the car-park, its suited passengers not speaking to each other, but instead listening to the incessant screeching of the infected monkey in the back. It was like nails on a chalkboard: annoying as fuck. Agent 1 (for that was his assigned name) rolled his eyes.
 
   “Do we have to listen to that all the way to the laboratory?” 
 
   The second man, who was called Agent 2 – although his mother called him Barry – said, “Just ignore it. It's obviously pissed at being relocated; either that, or it's gonna go all Planet Of The Apes on us.”
 
   Agent 1 turned in his seat and stared at the monkey, which was staring back at him with a mixture of contempt and confusion. “You're an ugly little shit, ain't you?”
 
   The monkey screeched, bounced up and down a few times in its cage, and settled again. It was like watching Gollum have an epileptic fit. Agent 2 shook his head and said, “What part of ignore it don't you understand?”
 
   “It's fucking staring at me,” Agent 1 said. “I can't relax while it's looking at me.”
 
   “Well, try,” Agent 2 said. “We've got a long drive ahead of us, and the last thing I want is you and the fucking monkey bickering the whole way.”
 
   Agent 1 faced the front again, missing the monkey flipping him the bird entirely.
 
   They drove for a few miles in silence, and then they saw it: a burger-joint, all welcoming lights and oversized doughnut statues. It was called MacReady's, and its mascot was a clown with green hair and a miserable face. Somebody, somewhere, should have been getting sued.
 
   “Let's grab something quick to eat,” Agent 1 said. “And I could do with draining the lizard before we get onto the highway.”
 
   Agent 2 glanced across his shoulder at the infected monkey. “I suppose it won't hurt to stop for a few minutes.” As he turned back to the steering wheel, the monkey smiled – or had wind, it was difficult to differentiate between the two.
 
   Agent 2 pulled the car into a free space and turned off the engine. 
 
   “Banana?” Agent 1 asked the monkey as he climbed out of the car. The monkey didn't even flinch. It was too busy plotting to even acknowledge the stupid man and his silly, sardonic question.
 
   The agents made their way towards MacReady's to sate their rumbling bellies; the infected monkey was already out of its cage before they reached the automatic doors.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kevin watched as the two men approached the counter. He'd been moved from Window 1 to Till Number 4, which was a promotion of sorts. Wendy was really looking out for him tonight.
 
   Kevin listened as the man on the right ordered food for the both of them. When the food was ready, they took their seats in a booth and began to grunt at one another monosyllabically. Apart from them, there were six other customers. A trio of hi-vis-wearing construction workers, a whore, the whore's pimp – who was rocking the afro as if it was 1979 – and a vagrant, who was mostly harmless, though he did tend to get a little annoyed if people ate all their food. 
 
   Kevin was deeply engrossed by the newcomers when a voice snapped him out of it. “What do you reckon?”
 
   Chris Fryer, who worked the fryer – sometimes life was just ridiculous – was now staring over at the two guys in the booth.
 
   Kevin shrugged. “Not sure,” he said.
 
   “Probably Men In Black,” Chris opined. “Either that, or we've somehow been plugged into the Matrix. Just let me know if Trinity shows up; I'd bang the shit out of that.” And Chris, who was not known for his intellect or charm, shuffled off in the direction of his fryer, picking his nose as he went.
 
   Kevin sighed. It was going to be a long night. In the corner, the whore and the pimp were arguing over prices. She was your run-of-the-mill, clear-heel-wearing, almost-see-the-beaver crackwhore, but she obviously knew what she was talking about when it came to her menu; which, as far as Kevin could tell, was reasonably priced and full of choice, though he wasn't sure what an Iranian Ass-bombing was. 
 
   The pimp backhanded the woman across the cheek, and she screeched as if she had just been told to complete eighty hours of rehab.
 
   “You mothafuckin' bitch!” the pimp bellowed, picking his burger up and taking a huge bite mid-sentence. “You don't be settin' the prices. I be settin' the mothafuckin' prices.” Kevin tried to count how many grammatical errors there were in the man's sentence, but gave up after he realised the answer was: All of them.
 
   One of the black-suited guys stood up as if to intervene, and was ordered by his colleague to “Sit the fuck down!” which he did, although obviously not happy about it.
 
   The argument between the pimp and the whore was shortened somewhat, however, when the sound of a woman screaming filled the entire building. The suited guys were on their feet; one of them drew a gun, and the other drew a cellphone. Realising his mistake, he put the phone away and grabbed the gun from its holster.
 
   The woman screamed again; Kevin recognised it this time: Wendy.
 
   All eyes were on Kevin now. He couldn't figure out what they expected him to do. He looked to the guys with the guns for support. They shrugged.
 
   Then, Wendy appeared, racing through the kitchen like a woman possessed. She was sobbing; her hand pressed tightly against her face. Blood seeped through her fingers, an arterial spray that coated everything crimson.
 
   “Wendy!” Kevin gasped. “Wendy, what happened?!” 
 
   Chris Fryer – of the fryer – rushed across to see what all the fuss was about. When he saw the state of Wendy's face, he took a step back, wincing. “Shit, girl! You got torn the fuck up!”
 
   Wendy managed to speak, finally, which was a relief to all as the suspense was palpable. “It...it came at me...I don't...I...it scratched me.”
 
   “What did?” Kevin said, hoping that the next sentence contained less periods.
 
   “A...monk...a...monk...”
 
   “I fucking knew those bastards couldn't be trusted,” Chris spat. “Sitting all day, copying bibles. I mean, who does that?”
 
   “A MONKEY!” Wendy screamed, which was both terrifying and uncalled for. “A little shit-throwing monkey scratched my beautiful face.”
 
   Now the suited guys stepped forward, weapons re-holstered. “Ma'am, are you saying that you came into contact with a monkey?” the one on the left asked.
 
   Wendy nodded, tears and blood dripping down her face in equal measures.
 
   The suit on the right drew his weapon again. “Right, everybody get the fuck back! You, scratch-face, move over there! I need you to move slowly, calmly, and don't try anything funny, or I'll have no choice but to blow your face off.”
 
   Wendy, who had already been hysterical, was now a-frenzy. “What? I don't—”
 
   “Do as he says,” the suit on the left said, drawing his gun and pointing it at Wendy, who recoiled in yet more horror. 
 
   “Erm,” Kevin interjected. “What is all this nonsense? Why are you pointing your guns at Wendy and threatening to shoot her face off?”
 
   The suit on the left sighed, tried to work his lips around the impossible words. “Wendy,” he said, “has been scratched by an Ass-rabies Monkey.”
 
   Silence.
 
   Yet more silence.
 
   “A what now?” Kevin asked.
 
   “Ass-rabies Monkey,” the suit on the right said. “The only way we can stop the spread of Ass-rabies is to kill its host. If Ass-rabies gets out into a populated area, who knows what might happen. It could be the end of the world as we know it. How the fuck did that monkey get out of the car?”
 
   Agent 1 shook his head. “Clever little fucker,” he said. “And now that he's out, he's going to try to give everyone Ass-rabies. I knew we should have just driven straight to the laboratory.”
 
   Kevin listened, but part of him was looking around the room for hidden cameras. This was exactly the kind of stunt Candid Camera would pull. If Ashton Kutcher jumps out on me, Kevin thought, I'll knock the pansy-haired twat out. There were no cameras, though; at least, none that he could see.
 
   Then, Wendy did something that made Kevin realise it wasn't a cruel prank; she screeched so loud in pain that the cords stood out on her neck. She reached around and grabbed her ass, as if she was about to shit herself. Her eyes were wide with confusion and fear. Both of the agents levelled their weapons at her.
 
   “Don't move, miss!” Agent 1 bellowed.
 
   “If this is nothing to do with us,” the bad-ass pimp said, dragging his whore along the room like a dog on a leash, “we'll be getting our asses gone.”
 
   Agent 2 spun on the spot and jabbed the gun towards the pimp. “Stay where you are,” he said. “Nobody leaves this place until we find that fucking Ass-rabies monkey.”
 
   The pimp was about to argue, but there was something about staring down the barrel of a pistol that changed his mind. 
 
   Wendy yanked her skirt down, screaming. She turned so that everyone present had a better view of what was happening. “Please!” she screamed. “Make it stop!”
 
   Her ass suddenly began to grow, expanding outwards as if it was being inflated by an industrial foot-pump. Kevin, being Kevin, took another step backwards, pushing himself against the drinks-dispenser. Sprite began to pour out, drenching his elbows, but that didn't seem to matter. What did matter was the fact that Wendy, the woman who thought she was boss, was having a bit of trouble controlling the size of her ass; and were those teeth?
 
   Yes. Her crack was starting to spread, revealing razor-sharp teeth that wouldn't have looked out of place on a great white shark. Froth began to seep between them, dropping out onto the tiles, where it bubbled and fizzed. Kevin had the strange urge to locate the “Wet Floor” sign.
 
   “Everyone get back!” Agent 1 yelled. “Gotta take this bitch out!”
 
   Wendy's eyes shot open over her shoulder; she knew that her fate had been sealed. Her ass had rabies; the only thing to do was put a bullet in it.
 
   Which Agent 2 did. 
 
   The sound of the report was deafening, and Wendy's ass exploded in a mess of flesh and shattered teeth. She fell forward onto her front, tripped by her skirt (which was still around her ankles). If she screamed, it was inaudible over the sound of the gunfire. Both agents were shooting now, blasting away at the gigantic buttocks, which seemed to be growling and grimacing with each connecting bullet. After several seconds of mayhem, the ass exhaled its last breath and fell still.
 
   Agent 1 put a final bullet right in the hole, as if to be sure it would not return from the dead. 
 
   The trio of workmen were cowering in the far corner, holding each other like something out of a Village People video. One of them was crying, sobbing so hard that his big, butch moustache was drenched with tears.
 
   The whore gripped onto her pimp as if he was Superman, and in his own mind, he was.
 
   Chris Fryer was the one to break the silence, though he did it in the form of an uncontrollable bodily function. Agent 1 shook his head in disgust.
 
   “So, this is all very strange,” Kevin finally mustered. “Wendy's dead, shot in the ass, and you two are...who are you?”
 
   “We're the good guys,” Agent 2 said, and Kevin could tell that the man had been waiting his entire life to say something so heroic. “We were transporting the Ass-rabies monkey to a new laboratory,” he continued as he reloaded his pistol. “I knew it was a bad idea coming in here.”
 
   “You can say that again,” Chris said, kicking the motionless body at his feet. “We're never gonna get paid now. She did the fucking wages.”
 
   Kevin rolled his eyes. “So, this monkey of yours is diseased, correct?”
 
   Agent 2 nodded. “Ass-rabies,” he said. “Created for use on our soldiers to give them a decent chance against the Taliban.”
 
   “Didn't think it through, did you?” Kevin sneered. The agents looked at each other and shrugged.
 
   Just as Kevin was about to tell them how stupid they were, the Ass-rabies monkey launched itself out of a MacReady's bin and, covered in soggy lettuce and mayonnaise, landed on the pimp's shoulders. The whore screamed and tried to pull it off, but its claws were sunk in too deep. It reached around and began to gouge the pimp's eyes out, which caused him to fly backwards. 
 
   Agent 2 began to fire at the monkey, but only succeeded in hitting the pimp twice in the face. After a millisecond of remorse, the agent fired again, but the monkey was too quick. It leapt off the pimp and disappeared into the disabled toilet at the opposite end of the room.
 
   The whore was crying, and it was quite clear why: her arm was torn open. Blood dripped out of the wound, which was deep enough to reveal bone. The Ass-rabies monkey had infected her, and within seconds her knickers were around her ankles and the savage, snapping ass was dragging her screaming body across the tiles. 
 
   “Get out of the way!” Agent 1 said, but it was too late. The whore's ass had already latched onto Chris Fryer's leg. He fell to the floor, trying to pull her buttocks apart. It was like being caught in a bear-trap—a horrible, fleshy, farting bear-trap. The only thing that Chris could think of was sticking a finger in the ass; it worked with Pit Bulls, didn't it? He jabbed his hand into the gross, expanding mass, and suddenly wished he hadn't. When he pulled his hand out, it was not there anymore, just a bloody stump, spraying a crimson geyser into his own face. He passed out then, which was probably for the best.
 
   Agent 1 put a bullet in the centre of the whore's ass, and it slumped lifelessly down. 
 
   “Get the monkey!” the other agent said, racing across the room, and almost slipping on the bloody tiles. “Somebody put a ‘WET FLOOR’ sign down, will you?”
 
   Kevin nodded and did just that.
 
   It was just him and the agents out front now; he was a little confused as to what had happened to the rest of the kitchen staff.
 
   He didn't have to ponder long.
 
   A row of them, wearing MacReady's uniforms, appeared at the counter. They were all sans-trousers, all infected with Ass-rabies. Kevin didn't know what to do; the Agents were trying to find the monkey, although the disabled toilet was empty. There was just a monkey-shaped hole in the ceiling.
 
   “A little help out here!” Kevin yelled. The encroaching asses were snapping at him, trying to latch onto his flailing limbs, but he managed to avoid the fanged buttocks like the plague—pardon the pun.
 
   The agents rushed back into the room and began to fire at anything that moved, anything hairy, anything with more teeth than a Ferrari gearbox. Blood and flesh spattered the walls, the counter, the sign on the wall with the massive picture of the unhappy green-haired clown. Teeth flew, ass-hair landed on stools, and eventually all of the kitchen staff were reduced to pulp. Kevin, meanwhile, closed his eyes and put his hands over his ears, as was his wont. When it was over, he pushed himself up onto shaky legs.
 
   “They didn't bite you, did they?” Agent 1 asked, his gun firmly trained on Kevin's ass.
 
   Kevin shook his head. “If they had,” he said, “wouldn't my anus be snapping at your heels by now?” 
 
   It was true. The agent lowered his gun and turned to face his partner. “We need to get that monkey back before he infects the whole fucking country.”
 
   “I'm glad we're on the same page,” Agent 2 said. “But how are we gonna catch an Ass-rabies monkey in the middle of a MacReady's?”
 
   Kevin couldn't believe what he was hearing, but he had an idea. “Bananas!” he said. “We use bananas as bait.”
 
   The agents gave each other a cursory glance, summing up the proposition. 
 
   “Do Ass-rabies monkeys even like bananas?” Agent 1 asked.
 
   “It's still a monkey,” Agent 2 replied. “I never met a monkey that didn't like bananas.”
 
   Agent 1 thought for a second. “Hmmmm, me neither.”
 
   “Great!” Kevin said, launching towards the kitchen. He slipped on the blood-soaked tiles, hit the deck, and took a few moments to clamber back to his feet. “I'm okay,” he said.
 
   “We didn't ask,” Agent 2 said, as Kevin went off in search of bananas. When he was out of sight and earshot, the agent said, “Do you think this will work?”
 
   “Not a chance,” replied the other. “But I am intrigued to see how it turns out.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Kevin returned with as many bananas as he could carry (which was six, thanks to his underdeveloped muscles and wiry frame). He planted them on a table in the middle of the room and waited for the agents to reveal the plan. It turned out that they didn't have one; in all honesty, Kevin wasn't sure if their hearts were even in it.
 
   “We'll hide over there,” Kevin said, pointing to where the tiny throwaway toys were kept. “When it comes, you blast the shit out of it.”
 
   “If you say so,” Agent 1 said, ushering his partner over to the corner. “By the way,” he said, “we're not full-time agents. I'm a milkman, and Eric here, he has a paper-round.”
 
   Kevin sighed. “We'll have to improvise,” he said. “Now, let's just all be quiet, and hopefully that hairy sonofabitch'll come for the bait.”
 
   And so they waited. Outside, dawn began to break, accompanied by the sounds of twittering birds and commuting traffic. The banana thing didn't seem to be working.
 
   “I'm going in,” Kevin said, pushing himself up onto his numb haunches. “This is fucking ridiculous.”
 
   As soon as he was up, the Ass-rabies monkey swung across the ceiling by the hanging fluorescent lights. Kevin screamed for the agents to open fire, but they had both fallen asleep, and by the time they came round it was too late.
 
   The monkey was scratching and tearing at Kevin, his face a bloodied mess, his uniform ribboned from the savage claws. The last thought to cross his mind before the darkness took him was: What kind of monkey doesn't fucking like bananas?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The oversized man in the undersized car was back, and why wouldn't he be? It had been almost seven hours since his last decent meal, and he was having withdrawals. He pulled forward to the window, licking his lips. He was so hungry that a hard-on pushed uncomfortably into the front of his trousers.
 
   “Can I get some fucking service?” he bellowed. His fat arm slapped against the car door as he grew increasingly impatient. He was about to call again when the window slid across. “About fuckin' time,” he said, not looking up from the foot-long list he had made. “I'll have six sausage and egg MacReady muffins, three hash-browns, four...” and then he did look up at the window, and he screamed.
 
   An ass – a big hairy ass with teeth and bad breath – threw itself out of the window and into the car. The fat man proceeded to have a coronary as the anus slowly devoured him, and as the morning sun began to rise across the country, a little monkey raced off down the street in search of happiness.
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   “Strange Sex”
 
   What if Joseph wasn't the first man to be cuckolded by God? What if there was a cult of adulterated men who would do anything to kill him for fucking their wives into useless shells of nymphoid lust? What if a woman possessed was so utterly tormented, that the only way to save her soul was to perform a Sexorcism? What if a scaticallogically inclined man found a way to pleasure himself with bed bugs? What if a woman fell in love with a dinosaur? What if a seemingly innocent Furry gangbang turned out to be a mating ritual for a tribe of nomadic cannibal were-teddy bears? These questions and many more will be answered when StrangeHouse books takes you on a journey unlike any you've ever seen before with their debut anthology of strange erotic horror fiction, “Strange Sex”.  
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   “McHumans” 
 
   Kevin Strange
 
   After Cthulhu awakens and destroys civilization as we know it, humans are used as slaves and food by their new slimy, submerged masters. One such young man, Ricky, works at an undersea fast food joint where he’s forced to kill and cook other humans for the Deep Ones to eat. But he has a plan. His restaurant caters to the Big Man himself, and if Ricky’s plan works, he could pull off the unthinkable:
 
   He could actually Kill Cthulhu.
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   “Vampire Guts in Nuke Town”
 
   Kevin Strange
 
   Guts is a bad motherfucker in a bad, bad world. In Nuke Town, Guts wakes up in a strange motel with no memory of how he got there. A brother and sister duo are the only two humans in sight, but are they friend or foe? As the paranoia sets in, and Guts begins to understand the true implications of a nest of sophisticated, mutated vampires, he must use all the cunning and skills that his years in the wasteland have taught him if he hopes to survive the horror that awaits him in … Vampire Guts in Nuke Town!
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   “Robamapocalypse” 
 
   Kevin Strange
 
   In a dystopian future where Barack Obama is lord and emperor of the only city left on earth after the zombie apocalypse, one young man must fight his way through a tournament pitting zombie against remote controlled zombie if he hopes to stop the evil, half-cyborg dictator from destroying Steel City and the rest of the fabled Obamamerica beyond. Time traveling terrorists, giant robot zombies made of zombies, and Barack Obama like you've never seen him before are but a few of the twists and turns that make Robamapocalypse one of the weirdest, most action packed bizarro stories you'll ever lay your unsuspecting eyeballs on. 
 
   This election year, Barack Obama is a giant fucking robot.
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   “Tales of Questionable Taste” 
 
   John Bruni
 
   For fans of the bizarre, the weird, the strange, StrangeHouse Books brings you a whirlwind of eighteen tales sure to amuse, confuse, horrify and leave you questioning your lack of taste. From the warped synapses of John Bruni come stories of the destruction of earth, via a humongous totally nude man in space, a portal to another dimension inside of an office worker's desk, a sordid love affair between two nefarious euthanasia enthusiasts, and many other yarns that span from psychological terror, to comedy, to downright disgusting!
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   “Dinner at the Vomitropolis”
 
   Jesse Wheeler
 
   Do you like gravy on your potatoes? Do you like dressing on your salads? Do fast-food commercials force you to leave your mattress, in search of processed meat? If yes.... PUT THIS BOOK DOWN. Unless you need a Dietary supplement that is purely literary. Join gross-out author Jesse wheeler as he hosts his very first literary feast for Strangehouse books. Dinner at the Vomitropolis is a three course meal sure to make even the most hardened gore hound sick to his stomach!
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   “Zombie! Zombie! Brain Bang!”
 
   WHAT IF... zombies were the worst customers to ever enter a fast food restaurant? WHAT IF... the only thing saving you from a zombie horde is a suit of cute little babies? WHAT IF... you traveled through time to see a great pair of tits but ended up kicking off the zombie apocalypse? WHAT IF... all those dead pets came back with a hunger for human flesh? Twelve of the most bizzare zombie stories you'll ever read, all jam packed into one delicious, ultra-violent book, Zombie! Zombie! Brain Bang! is guaranteed to suck out your brains and chomp on your guts while you scream with delight. 
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   “Strange Versus Lovecraft”
 
   What happens when a group of the   rowdiest authors of cult horror fiction take on one of the most iconic figures in the entire genre? STRANGE VERSUS LOVECRAFT features eleven of the absolute weirdest short stories set in the Cthulhu mythos you’re ever likely to read. From fish-mouthed prostitutes to undersea fast food restaurants and the house raping spawn of Yog-Sothoth, you’ve never read Lovecraft done quite like this. Next generation authors Kevin Strange, D.F. Noble, Jason Wayne Allen, and Jesse wheeler lead this shambling pack of pervert writers toward untold lows as they defile the sacred name of H.P. Lovecraft in this loving send up to the man who brought tentacles into the main stream. 
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   “The Last Gig on Planet Earth and Other Strange Stories”
 
   Kevin Strange
 
   Kevin Strange's fiction has been described as bleak, hopeless, bizarre, and always unpredictable. This is Strange at his most nihilistic. The Last Gig on Planet Earth collects seven tales full of suspense, of dread, of that side of human nature that most pretend does not exist. Strange sets his spotlight directly in its gnarled face and demands it reveal its most twisted secrets. 
 
   This collection is sure to leave you repeating, “this is only fiction, this is only fiction, please let this only be fiction...”
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   “Damnation 101” 
 
   Kevin Sweeney
 
   The Breakfast Club fucked to death by Dante’s Inferno. Thanks to a balls-up by a moron God, all humans go to Hell when they die. But the Academy that trains demons to torture can’t churn out students fast enough to cope with demand, and so as an experiment a human is enrolled to see if the damned can be used shore up the number of tormentors. But first she has to survive the harsh lessons of Damnation 101... 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   “Alien Smut Peddlers from the Future”
 
   Kent Hill
 
    
 
   Porn. It's part of our society. But in the future, it has all but eclipsed every form of currency. The creatures that control it are as terrifying in form as they are lustful for sexual gratification. And one of them has just crash-landed in the wild west. Gold will glisten, blood will flow, many shall be massacred until a few brave souls call down the thunder. A thunder named Badlands Meredith. Part man, part machine, all bad ass. Ready your senses for the most shocking, the most offensive, the most incredible showdown in this alternate universe, when the most feared gunfighter goes one on one with... Alien Smut Peddlers from the Future! 
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   “Re-Animated States of America” 
 
   Craig Mullins and Andrew Ozkenel
 
    
 
   Re-Animated States of America is a collection of short fiction set in a post-apocalyptic world, beautifully crafted by lifelong H.P. Lovecraft aficionado, award winning film maker and author Craig Mullins. RSoA is twelve stories all featuring beloved mythos character Herbert West, Re-Animator and his human-headed dog companion, Jehovah. Each story contains an illustration brought to life by Mullins' long time artistic collaborator Andrew Ozkenel in striking black and white.
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   “Strange Fucking Stories”
 
   Caterpillar portals to other dimensions, monster holocausts, suits tailored from human flesh and wild west shootouts with pink minotaurs are but a few of the themes comprising this
 
   quintessential book of Strange Fiction.  Strange Fucking Stories gathers together the best of the best
 
   StrangeHouse Books authors and teams them with brand new voices yet to grace the pages of an SHB tome. 
 
   StrangeHouse editor Sean Ferrari and the prison warden himself Kevin Strange bring you their finest collection of fiction yet with 13 tales of the weird and the macabre, from SHB anthology staples Rich Bottles Jr., K.M. Tepe, and John Bruni join MP Johnson, Billy Tea, and many more of horror and bizarro's best authors, proving once again that StrangeHouse Books is a brand not to be ignored! 
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Roadvolution
 
   Danger Slater
 
   An Excerpt
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   It’s hot out there.
 
   But I’m cool in here.
 
   I’m cool and calm and in control behind the wheel of my Mercedes-Benz CL600 Coupe. With its 5.5 liter bi-turbo engine and state-of-the-art torque vectoring brakes; with its 20-inch AMG 5-spoke alloy wheels and its Vatican-approved noise-reducing infrared-reflecting prior-transgression-forgiving plate glass windshield; with its Active PARKTRONIC 900,000,000,000,000,000© Advanced Parking Guidance System and its freshly-waxed hand-detailed iridium silver finish looking oh-so-motherfluffin-sexy as it shimmers and shines under that mid-morning sun like it had a big ol’ bowl of glitter and cocaine for breakfast... 
 
   Now listen here, I’m not gay. I’m as far from gay as you can possibly get - be-hee-hee-lieve me on that one! I love me some pussy. Football. Domestic beer. Poker. World War II movies. T-bone steak. Big dogs. Money. I’m not down with any of that queer shit...
 
   ...but if this car were to ask me to suck its dick, I totally would.
 
   The little digital thermostat underneath the odometer reads 103°F. But I don’t care what it has to say. I simply loosen my tie and crank the air conditioner up higher. It kicks on, filtering out of the vents of black-ash wood finished dashboard with a roar. All the idling cars out here are roaring; an ocean of aluminum and chrome, lain out across the highway like a blanket of chainmail. And like a conference called to descant our country’s current climatological crisis, this congregation of conveyances commences to converse - speaking in various cryptic timbres – going putt-putt-putt, brrRrrRrrRrr and varooooom! Each car coughing up its own unique blend of noxiousness. And all that exhaust, all those chemicals, all that smoke coalescing above us, just like a cloud. Invisible. You can’t see it, but you can feel its presence. You just know it’s there. Like the air itself. 
 
   Like a mother’s love.
 
   So I do what I have to do. I crank my A/C up even higher. Let my car speak louder. Let the air blow colder. My own personal polar squall. Fuck the ozone layer. And fuck my mother too, if it means I don’t have to spend the entire morning dripping sweat out of my asshole onto my upholstery. 
 
   It’s too fucking hot out right now to worry about my carbon footprint.
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
                 I scan the radio for a traffic report but am greeted only by an ever-amassing cascade of advertising; the promise of a better life just one product, one service, one purchase away. 
 
   Now don’t get me wrong - I’m certainly not decrying the advertising industry in any way, shape or form. Far from it, actually. I find commercials helpful when considering what wares I want to buy and which brand-names I wish to support. This is just the way the world works; no need to be ignorant on the subject. Seriously, dude, are you an American or some kind of soulless commie pinko bastard? Well, then BE AN AMERICAN GODDAMNIT! SPEND YOUR MONEY!  
 
   You see, what you “poor people” out there don’t seem to understand is that whenever you open your wallet, whenever you hand over your hard-won dollars, you’re basically voting. You’re telling the world which multinational conglomerate best understands you as a person. That’s why it is sooooooooooooooo important to stay informed on all the latest innovations, fashions and trends. Why we need commercials. That is, unless you want to walk around looking like a stupid idiot all the time. 
 
   Now a guy like me? I’m smart. I’m a very savvy shopper.
 
   Still, I’m scouring my way through the static, stopping only to sing-a-long to the occasional pop song. I strum along on my steering wheel like it were the strings of an acoustic guitar before realizing the music was actually just an advertisement too. 
 
   Heh heh heh, I knew that, okay? I’m also a very savvy music fan.
 
    
 
                 “Oh God! It*zzzzttt*horrible! The destruction! The devastation... countless lives*zzzzttt*lost... if I wasn’t *zzzzttt*seeing it with my own two eyes*zzzzzz*I would say it was impossible...zzzzzttttssssss”
 
    
 
                 When I finally happen to stumble across a news station, that’s the report that’s being given. Behind the reporter’s voice, I can hear the weeps and wails and cries and caterwauls of my fellow human beings, howling in torment. Suffering, anguish and pain - their voices calling out from some shitty, far-off country, no doubt, in some shitty, far-off part of the globe. One of those places where even tourist dare not tread. One of those places where misery and misfortune are the only true languages spoken. Pretty much anywhere that isn’t America, or like, Britain or something.
 
   But what can I do about it, huh? Who cares, right? Who gives a flying fuck about what’s happening to some unnamed assholes in some asshole country whose sole purpose for existing is to sew my sneakers together? I have no time for sympathy. Or empathy. Or any other type of –pathy you’ve got up your sleeves, except for maybe apathy. I’m too busy feeling the vibrations of my luxury automobile travel up from the brake pedal, through my feet and into my genitals. 
 
   GODDAMN, I LOVE THIS CAR!
 
   If I didn’t have some place to be, I could do this all day. Sit in this driver’s seat. In fact, I can think of no better way to spend my free time. I roost here atop my throne. Like I’m the king. I’m the king of this stagnant highway. I’m the most important raindrop in this aluminum puddle.
 
    
 
   [NOTE: Chapter Two of Roadvolution has been brought to you by Colgate’s® new-and-improved MisanthropicOptic White™ toothpaste – If It’s Not Colgate®, You’d Better Wipe that Smile Off Your Goddamned Face™.]
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   I commute to work.
 
   I commute to work every day because I am an important businessman who pulls down six-figures a year and I have important business-related business to take care of in the city. That’s New York City I’m referring to. The BIGGEST and BEST city in the whole wide world. Not, like, Des Moines or someplace else as equally lame. Yeah, you read that right, you Iowan asshats, I’m shitting all over your dumb state capital. Fuck Des Moines. And fuck you for making me have to clarify.
 
   I commute to the city daily, and as such, I understand that delays sometimes happen. I’m not demanding a clear and unimpeded path from my front door straight to the office. I’m not unreasonable. But when I look to my right and see the large green signpost on the side of Route 80 that reads EXIT 63 - LODI/FAIR LAWN – LAST TWO EXITS IN NJ I can’t help but think that something’s up. Something weird. Congestion this far from the George Washington Bridge is atypical. And I should know because in addition to the myriad things I know about [including the major and minor differences between a Glashütte stainless steel Senator Sixties square chronograph watch and an Omega rose-gold De Ville Hour Vision annual calendar watch] I’ve also become quite the connoisseur of New Jersey traffic jams.
 
   For instance, normal commuter traffic is systematic. Orderly even. It’s built into the day like a coffee break. Expected. Accepted. It is the lifeblood of the commute itself, a chance to let me reflect upon everything that makes me awesome and ponder how awesome I’m going to be tomorrow.
 
   Construction traffic, on the other hand, has a slow and metronomic sort of creep. Careful, like a spider traversing a wet table. Construction traffic moves with the regularity of a giant’s breath as those illiterate ignoramuses in the Department of Transportation let the cars pass through the sieve of whatever lane they have so “benevolently” decided to leave open. 
 
   And, of course, by applying Heisenberg’s Uncertainly Principle as it relates to Gaspard Monge’s Transportation Theory - if you multiply the area of a particular traffic jam by the time of day it is then divide that number by the level of exasperation you’re feeling and then raise that number to the #-of-police-sirenth power, you can accurately calculate [to the nearest yard] just how far up the road an accident has occurred. Here’s a handy-dandy equation to prove it, just in case you think I’m bullshitting you:
 
    
 
   ∆ρ∆χ≥12inf∫xcx,Txdμ(x)T*μ=v
 
    
 
                 Go ahead. Do the math, fucker. I assure you it all checks out.
 
                 But back to right now: a traffic jam like this on day like today at this particular time of morning? 
 
   It’s an anomaly. 
 
   Even with my vast compendium of knowledge on all things rush hour-related, the cause of this current bumper-to-bumper back-up remains excruciatingly unknown. I look around at my fellow commuters’ faces and I can see the agitation starting to bloom there too. Without a definitive end to this gridlock in sight, people are beginning to get antsy; the other businessmen in their own Mercedes-Benz CL coupes shifting around uncomfortably in their Sahara-beige leather bucket seats as I shift uncomfortably, identically, in mine. 
 
   Man, I’m too goddamn important to have to suffer like this. I don’t bust my ass 10 hours a day/5 days a week so I can sit here like a chump and be the victim of whatever unnamed inanity that is causing this congestion. This morning there’s an extra spice in my soup. And no sir, I don’t freakin’ like it! 
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