Homunculus

By Norman Peden 

1

The Fat Man Cometh

The lecture theatre was an old room in an even older building. The ceilings were very high and the walls ornately decorated in true neo-Gothic style. If it weren’t for the tall high windows allowing a good amount of light through, the room would be positively terrifying. The higher up the walls you looked, the dirtier they appeared; where the wall met the ceiling must have been almost impossible to clean. This was partly true, but also the direction of the light entering through the windows played its part in an effect that a single glance upwards was enough to make you exhale sharply.

At the front of the theatre stood Doctor Morris Stevenson whose lecture was now coming to a conclusion. A visitor to Manchester University, Doctor Stevenson was resident at the University of Newcastle-Upon-Tyne. The doctor was an expert in the field of linguistics and, more specifically, on the subject of ancient languages and their relationships to each other. He was here today delivering a lecture on Biblical legends to a group of Archaeology students.

“…and this is largely due to the fact that the Aramaic word for ‘grail’ is strikingly similar to the Hebrew word for ‘helmet’.”

Outside, a bell rang and the students began to rise and leave the room. The usual students waited at the front of the theatre in order to speak to the doctor, but Charlie wasn’t going to be one of them. He had come to the conclusion a while back that there is absolutely no tally between the amount of time these people stood talking to lecturers after lectures and the amount of marks they received in the end of semester exams. 

If something had interested him about a certain lecture however, he would have been quite happy to catch up with the lecturer afterwards to clarify a couple of points, but he found that the easiest way to get information about a certain subject would be to email the lecturer and let them reply in their own time rather than bothering them after the lecture. And besides, Charlie was rarely interested in anything his lecturers had to say nowadays.

As he rose from his seats he noticed a very attractive girl had remained behind to talk to the lecturer. She wasn’t from any of his other classes and Charlie decided that she was probably from the languages school and had decided to sit in. He would have loved to have gone up to the front and debated a couple of points about the lecture with her, but sadly he hadn’t really paid any attention to anything that the doctor had said. He had been idly staring at the ceiling.

Outside the Arts building, Charlie lit a cigarette and sat down on the stone steps leading up to the entrance. It was the middle of autumn and the lawn outside was littered with dead leaves. It wasn’t cold, but the humidity level was high and Charlie had to pull on the cigarette with more vigour than was usual. He exhaled and through the smoke noticed some graffiti on the refectory wall opposite where he sat. Someone had spray painted the letters ‘BL’.

‘BL’, Charlie mused. What on earth could that possibly stand for? Bruce Lee? He couldn’t think of anyone else with those initials. Maybe, he thought, the lads were in the middle of writing a word when they were chased off. But what word would that be. His thoughts were interrupted by Dennis’ arrival.

“Hello Charlie,” said Dennis. “How are things with you today?”

Charlie turned around and looked up to see Dennis stood before him. “Yeah, all right.” He sighed, turned back around, inhaled again on the cigarette and stared at the graffiti. Then something occurred to him.

“Dennis, have you any idea who that bird was.”

“Which bird?”

“The one who was talking to the doctor after the lecture. The fit one.”

“Sorry Charlie,” explained Dennis, “but I was asking the doctor about his work on Semitic languages. I think she’s a friend of the doctor.”

Fucking typical, thought Charlie.

It wasn’t that Charlie particularly disliked Dennis, but he found him hard work. For a start, Dennis had been in that lecture with him, and showing up now probably meant that he was one of those few who had remained behind after the class. As well, Dennis was always asking him for opinions on archaeological matters when Charlie frankly couldn’t care any less. Mind you, when Dennis asked him for opinions on any matters Charlie could hardly ever care less. Unless of course he happened to be asked for his opinion on a certain matter:

“Do you think that we’ve got time to go across the road for a quick pint before our next lecture?”

Charlie rhetorically looked at his watch before replying, “I don’t see why not. Let’s go.”

They pair of them strolled eagerly across Manchester’s Oxford Road to a new bar that had recently opened. It was called The Helm. Inside it was fairly similar to most of Manchester’s new bars, reflecting the new nightlife culture that had emerged following the closure of most of the city’s major nightclubs. In the daytime, however, it was fairly quiet and the tinted front windows allowed in a relaxing bluish light.

The bar was rather small, with a wooden floor and metallic tables like dozens of others in the city centre and in particular around student areas. The bar itself was well stocked with trendy European lagers. The men approached and Charlie ordered two pints of Stella Artois from the cute girl working behind the bar. Dennis wandered over to a table and waited.

There were two people working the bar that afternoon, the other being a young man with the front of his hair dyed red. As the girl was pulling the two pints, Charlie overheard her complaining about some graffiti having to be removed from outside the bar earlier in the week. Just as a connection was about to be made, the girl put the lagers in front of him. He paid for the drinks and took them both over to the table that Dennis was already sat waiting at.

“I really do like this place,” said Dennis.

“It’s all right I suppose,” said Charlie disinterestedly.

“I don’t know” continued Dennis, oblivious to Charlie’s lack of interest, “I think it’s because it’s close, it’s new and the lights are pretty cool.”

“The lights are straight out of fucking Ikea,” said Charlie.

“Yes,” said Dennis, taking a drink of his pint, “you’re probably right.”

“I am right. I’ve got an Ikea catalogue at home and it’s got the exact same lights in it.” Charlie sighed and drank some of his Stella. “We should have gone to the proper pub round the corner.”

Despite converting from bitter to lager over two years ago, Charlie still preferred traditional English pubs to the more continental style bars. It wasn’t that he found new bars difficult to drink in or anything, it was just that he found them sterile and lacking atmosphere. Even this wouldn’t bother him if he was with his close friends, as they would inevitably bring their own idiomatic atmosphere with them, but this was now and he was with Dennis, and he was getting pissed off.

“Dennis?” enquired a voice. The two men looked up to see who was addressing them. Above them loomed a bulky figure, casting a huge shadow which made it impossible to see the face clearly. Dennis however recognized the voice and general shape.

“John? How the hell are you?” asked Dennis, “I haven’t seen you for donkey’s years. What have you been up to? Do you have time to join us for a drink? Here, please take a seat.”

“Ooh, I dunno,” said John with a sharp intake of breath and glancing at his watch, “go on then. What yous having?”

“Another Stella Charlie?”

Charlie looked down at the table. He still had half a pint left. “Er, aye, go on then.”

“Two Stellas John, if that okay,” said Dennis, and with a nod of his head John turned around.

As John moved away from the table and into the light from above the bar, Charlie got a good look at him. He was a tall man, but he was bulky too. He wasn’t the sort of man you’d want to get into a fight with, thought Charlie. Although, if something happened to aggravate the man, at least he wouldn’t be too difficult to run away from.

When John returned from the bar, Dennis introduced him to Charlie.

“John this is Charlie, Charlie this is John.”

“All right mate,” they both said at about the same time.

“So what do you do pal?” asked John. Alarm bells began to ring. A native of Manchester, Charlie had grown up knowing never to trust anyone who addressed you as ‘pal’. The guy seemed amicable enough, but Charlie was going to be careful.

“I’m on Dennis’ course. What about yourself?”

“Just finished me course last year,” said John. “Fucking waste of time if you ask me: I’ve been signing on ever since.”

“Shit,” said Charlie. “What course did you do?”

“Fucking biology,” John replied, “and I can’t even get a job as a fucking lab assistant.”

Charlie drained the remainder of his first pint and took a swig of his second before excusing himself and heading for the toilet. As he pissed he selfishly thought about his own predicament. This John bloke has got a science degree, he thought to himself, and he can’t get himself a job. What fucking chance do I have with a degree in archaeology? Charlie was partway through his first year. If I want to stand any chance of getting a decent job, he realized, I’d have to get a job over summer and then probably take a year out. Either that, he thought as he zipped up his trousers, or get a job in IT. He wandered back over to the table where Dennis and John, and of course his pint, were still sat. John was talking on his mobile.

“Nice one mate,” he was saying, “I’ll see you there.” He hung up and put his phone back in his pocket. Charlie sat back down and started drinking his second pint.

“’Ere, Charlie,” began John, “I’m throwing a party round at my place on Friday night. You’re quite welcome to come along if you’re not doing owt else.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie, “I might well be up for that.”

“Reet then,” said John. “I’m off lads. I’ll see yous later.” And with that, John stood up and left the bar.

“He’s a big lad, in’t he?” remarked Charlie.

“Massive,” said Dennis, “but he’s a good bloke. You should come along on Friday.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie, his mind elsewhere. He snapped out of it. “So, we’ve missed one lecture this afternoon and he have one more to go. Should we go to it or have another pint?”

“Charlie,” said Dennis, “you really are a disgrace. But I suppose it is my round. Another Stella?”

Outside it had begun to rain. A light drizzle, but still the rain that the city of Manchester is famous for. Charlie stared outside as Dennis stood at the bar, and his mind began once again to drift. Here he was, sat drinking with someone he didn’t really like very much, invited to a party by a fat unemployed man and it was raining again. He had no prospects even if he managed to complete his course which he wasn’t even remotely interested in anyway.

Archaeology was meant to be more fun than it had actually turned out to be. Charlie had grown up with the Indiana Jones films, and although he had never expected to be going on daft adventures like that, he did assume the subject would be a little bit more interesting than extremely old men giving tired old speeches about Mesopotamian burial chambers. It wasn’t even as exciting as fucking Time Team made out, he thought.

He needed direction. He needed a better social life. He needed a girlfriend.

“There you go,” said Dennis putting both pints on the table and sitting down, “but this is the last one, yeah?”

“Definitely,” said Charlie. He took a big swig of the beer.

“Dennis,” he said, “will there be any birds at this party?”

Dennis looked up from his pint and grinned.
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Something’s Come Up…

Hugo Basinski had woken up early this morning. Today, he thought to himself, is going to be my lucky day. After a quick breakfast of bacon, scrambled eggs and hash browns, he strolled down to his garage. The garage was large and contained a few items of household and DIY equipment, some car maintenance equipment, his beloved Grand Cherokee Jeep and, along one side of the garage, rows of shelves containing, what would appear to most people to be, assorted crap.

Hugo however, understood this crap. This was crap assembled from over twenty years of various hobbies, and since his retirement, Hugo had been anything but bored. Now he scanned the shelves for certain pieces of equipment that he would be using on today’s excursion. From a plastic container containing various springs and coils he pulled out a coil covered in plastic with a wire wrapped around it. He looked at it, kissed it once for luck and put it on top of the Jeep’s hood.

Hugo’s next move was to retrieve a pair of stepladders which lay against the opposite all and opened them next to his shelves. Once at the top of them, he fished around on the top shelves until he found what he was looking for. He brought down an adjustable metal rod which he propped up again the shelves as he replaced the stepladders on the other side of the garage. Returning to the rod, he adjusted its length to slightly over three feet in length. The next item he produced from his shelves was a flexible plastic arm, which he now took time slotting into the top end of the adjustable metal rod.

The end of the shelves closest to the garage doors contained Hugo’s old electronic gear, mainly consisting of old transistor radios, portable television sets and various pieces of communication equipment. He rummaged though this electronic hospital until he found the particular thing he was looking for. It was a small metal box with a panel on the front containing two dials, and it had a socket on either side. Hugo was excited just by this device itself.

Hugo mounted the metal box onto the end of the plastic arm which was attached to the rod. He unravelled the wire from the covered coil and affixed the coil to the other end of the rod. He then wound the wire back up the length of the rod and plugged it into the left-hand jack. He held the completed device by the plastic arm and then slightly adjusted the length of the rod until he was comfortable.

Hugo breathed in sharply. “Yes sir,” he said to device, “today we’s going to detect us some metal.”

Hugo put the newly assembled metal detector on the back seat of his Jeep and returned into the house. In the kitchen he put the kettle on and spooned some instant coffee granules into a flask. Then he went into the lounge to the corner where he kept his stereo system. Thumbing though the compact discs in the storage unit beneath the system, he eventually selected one and took it and a large set of headphones back though into the kitchen. The kettle had boiled and Hugo filled the flask up, screwed on the top and placed the plastic cup over the top. Then, with the flask and CD in one hand and the headphones in the other he headed back into the garage.

Inside the Jeep, he turned round to address the metal detector. “Yes sir,” he said, “today’s going to be a good day.”

And with that, he used the overhead panel to remotely activate the garage doors and slipped the compact disc into the cars stereo system. Hugo reversed the car out of the garage to the tune of Steppenwolf’s Born To Be Wild.

“Yes sir,” he said as he aimed the Jeep in the direction of Barstow, “I still knows how to rock.”

Hugo drove down into Barstow and headed along Main Street. This street once formed part of Historic Route 66 and often when Hugo drove into town he would imagine what it was like to drive along the old road when it was still America’s Main Street. Hugo hadn’t always lived in Barstow otherwise he would have been there at the time and seen Barstow when it was busy all the time. But he had moved here precisely because it was quiet now, because it was a small town where everyone pretty much knew everyone else, because the road had gone. Still that didn’t stop him day-dreaming.

Hugo decided as he wasn’t in a hurry, that he would stop off for a quick beer in Brewster’s which lay right on Main Street. He turned off into a side road and parked up and then walked round to the front and went into the bar.

Outside there was the baking Californian sunlight, but on the inside of the bar it was dimly and artificially lit and it took a few moments for Hugo’s old eyes to adjust to the difference in lighting. The bar was large with a large screen at one end for sports. Tables were arranged in a row on the opposite side of the room to the bar. Past the tables lay the entrance to the back room with pool tables and a few more regular tables as well. The room also housed a number of smaller televisions for those who wanted to watch a different game to the one on in the main room.

As was usual for this time of day, the bar was quiet. This side of the bar was almost empty, there was a couple sat near the door, and on the other side of the bar in the back room, there were a couple of people shooting some pool. The bar would usually pick up around six in the evening, when people would come in for a quick beer or two after work. After that it would usually be quiet until late in evening, by which time Hugo was usually in bed.

“The usual Hugo?” asked the woman behind the bar.

“You know me Lorraine,” said Hugo and waited patiently at the bar.

Somewhere in the background Hugo could hear British voices. This was a surprise for him as Barstow rarely saw visitors, let alone one’s from as far away as Europe. Hugo got his beer and went on into the back room to investigate.

In the back room there were a couple of men playing pool and another man sat on his own, waiting to play the winner of the current game. Hugo liked pool.

“Say sir,” said Hugo to the man who wasn’t playing, “do you want a game?”

“Aye, go on,” said the man in a Scottish accent.

“Hey,” said Hugo, “are you English?”

“Scottish.”

“Ah ok, I’ll rack ‘em up”.

Hugo inserted a dollar coin into the slot and pressed the release button. The clattering noise let him know that the balls had arrived. He took the triangle out from the slot in the table and placed the balls in it.

“Your break partner,” he said handing the man the cue.

“Cheers man,” said the man. He broke hard knocking both a spotted and striped ball into the pockets. Deciding the striped balls were better positioned he aimed and planted two of them before missing a third.

“So, son, what do they call you?” asked Hugo, stepping forward to the table.

“Johnny,” said the man, “Johnny Hotrod.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Hugo potting one of his balls. “My name’s Hugo.”

“Likewise,” said Johnny watching on as Hugo cleared a second and a third.

Meanwhile, on the other table the other two men, William ‘Billy’ Fear and Jeff ‘Dad’ Canister; both English, were continuing their game and their conversation.

“I see Johnny’s picked himself up another nutter,” said Billy as he tried to clear the last of his balls.

“He might not be a nutter Billy,” said Dad watching on. “He might just have wanted a game of pool.”

“Yeah I suppose so,” said Billy missing his shot completely. “Your go.”

“Nice one,” said Dad taking the cue. “We should leave after this game anyway.”

Hugo and Johnny’s game was coming to a close with both players chasing the black which, of course, had to be doubled to successfully win the game.

“So you’re just passing through on your way to Los Angeles?”

“Yeah,” replied Johnny, “we started our trip over in Chicago.”

“Whoa, now that is a long way.”

“Tell us about it,” said Johnny, doubling the black in and winning the game.

“Shoot, and I thought I was going to win that one.” The pair of them shook hands as the other two men came over.

“Come on Johnny,” said Dad. “We’re off again.”

“Well I hope you boys are having a wonderful time in our country and if you ever happen to be in Barstow again, just ask for old Hugo.”

“See you,” said the men as they drained the rest of their beers and left the bar.

“I do like a game of pool,” said Hugo to no-one in particular.

After this quiet interlude Hugo got back in his car, stuck on Steppenwolf and was once again Born To Be Wild.

Almost exactly one year ago Hugo had convinced himself that one night he saw an object fall from the sky and crash into the ground about fifteen miles northwest of Barstow after he had been visiting an old friend who lived out of Daggett. The object was glowing and he heard it hit the ground about a mile away from where he was and he saw the earth flying up. Hugo was convinced it was a meteorite. It was too dark to do anything that evening so Hugo returned the next day.

Hugo’s memory wasn’t what it once was and although he looked almost exactly where he thought the object struck, he couldn’t see anything. It had been quite large and should have left some sort of crater with the amount of earth it had disturbed but Hugo could see nothing. He purchased a detailed map of the area and split it up into sections around when he believed the object to have landed. 

Every couple of weeks or so, when he had a free morning or afternoon, he would drive up to the location and scan one of the sections with his metal detector. Every time he would return down-hearted with another section of the map coloured in and decide to give it all up. But then a couple of weeks later his enthusiasm would return as it had today.

Hugo pulled to the side of the road and parked next to the fence. With his metal detector in one hand and his flask of coffee in the other, Hugo hopped over the fence into the desert and began his walk. He pulled out the map from his pocket and decided which section he would be working on today.

“Yes sir,” he said, possibly to the metal detector, “this section here’s the one, I can feel it.”

He switched the detector on and started waving it in front of him as he walked. After a short while he reached the edge of the section and began to systematically walk the area with the detector in front of him like a latter day dowsing rod. 

After about an hour he stopped to rest and had some coffee from his flask and a swig of water from the bottle he took from the car. He was already beginning to become disheartened and he had only covered around a quarter of the area in his section. After his rest he set off again, this time without saying anything at all to the metal detector.

It was always like this, he thought. Maybe he’d just imagined the whole thing that night last year. Maybe there was no meteorite at all. He took another swig of water. After he had covered roughly half the ground he had intended to, he stopped again for another cup of coffee. So far he had detected nothing whatsoever. Normally he picked up at least something. He had some more water and then continued.

He had just about made up his mind to give up and return home, when his headphones started to squeal. As Hugo moved forward the squeal increased in pitch and intensity, more and more, louder and louder nearly deafening him when all of a sudden there was merely silence.
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Ready to Rumble

Charlie smiled to himself as he clicked his pen off and then back on again. The final lecture of the week was finally drawing to a conclusion. As much as he loved Mesopotamian burial chambers, he would be quite happy to leave when the bell rang for that indicated the end of the week and the beginning of the weekend. He looked down at his notepad. The only notes he had managed to take were some drawings of the girl he had seen in this very room a few days earlier. For fuck’s sake, he thought to himself. Why do I even bother turning up at all?

As the various classes streamed out of the Arts Building, Charlie noticed that the graffiti he had seen on the refectory wall had finally been removed. He paused to light up a cigarette and then walked across the Oxford Road to the bus stop where he waited for the bus that would take him home.

Charlie liked catching buses. He had never learnt to drive and occasionally like everyone got pissed off at some of the grumpy bastards driving some of the buses. But he also realized that if your job entailed driving backwards and forwards following the same route all day every day that you too would get pissed off from time to time. It’s understandable, he thought, but it’s no real excuse for being an absolute arsehole.

The bus arrived and Charlie boarded. He paid the driver, who seemed to be in a rather good mood. His shift must be finishing soon, thought Charlie as he made his way upstairs. He sat near the back as the bus pulled away and began its journey into south Manchester. As they passed Whitworth Park, Charlie spotted some more graffiti, same lettering, ‘BL’, and the same style sprayed in the corner of a billboard opposite the park and again he idly wondered what it could have stood for.

Eventually the bus arrived at his stop and Charlie got out. He walked the short walk back to his flat. Charlie lived alone. He reached into his pocket for his keys and entered his flat. He went into the lounge and put on the television and sat himself down on the sofa. It was time for him to decide what he was going to have for his tea.

Charlie’s flat was in a renovated townhouse on the northern border of Withington. It was fairly small but wasn’t a bad place to live. The place had been redecorated after the previous tenants had vacated, so it had a new carpet which hadn’t been ruined yet. The place wasn’t really big enough to have many people round so it hadn’t been able to get into a bad state.

There was a quiz programme on the television and Charlie amused himself by answering the questions. His general knowledge was pretty good and he usually entered the quiz at one of the local pubs. He hadn’t entered it for a while however. Maybe, he thought, I should start doing it again. The quiz programme finished and he flicked the television to the news. Five minutes of this was enough to depress him sufficiently and he switched off the television and went into the kitchen.

If there was one thing currently in his life that Charlie was truly proud of, it was his kitchen. He had a professional coffee machine and usually kept three or four different types of coffee in his fridge. His cupboards and fridge were always well stocked with a bare minimum of ingredients, so that if he hadn’t planned anything he could always knock up a quick meal. He also had two spice racks as he had already filled one and he was working on the other.

Tonight Charlie decided he was going to have a simple pasta meal. He had a few bits of peppers left over from something he’d cooked earlier up and decided he’d cook this into a sauce with some plum tomatoes, purée, garlic and onions. He filled a large pan full of water and put that on to boil, put some oil in a small sauce pan and set about frying the garlic and onions as he thought about the party.

Charlie still hadn’t decided whether he was going to go to the party or not. He knew that he needed to get himself out of the flat that evening, but still wasn’t sure about going to the party. His other option would be to go down to his local and meet up with his friends, but even that was getting monotonous. The semester was drawing to a close and as a result, most of his friends funds were low, which meant that they didn’t go up into the town centre anymore.

Charlie added the tomatoes and the purée. He decided to leave the peppers out for a few minutes, to add a bit of texture. He added salt and oil to the boiling water and threw in a handful of fusilli twists. Then he threw a handful of herbs into the sauce and stirred. He began to cut up the peppers.

The main reason that Charlie wasn’t sure about going to the party was the fact that he had only met two people there, and only really knew one of them. And didn’t like him very much. And he wasn’t sure about John. He sighed and threw the peppers into the sauce. He stirred the pasta to stop it sticking together.

It wasn’t that Charlie was unsocial at all. It was that he had a tendency to feel slightly uncomfortable in social situations when he had very little common ground with the other people present. Of course this was completely different when he was with a group of people he did know.

He gave everything one last stir, drained the pasta, threw it in a bowl and added the sauce. He seasoned it with pepper and added some parmesan and then took the bowl and a fork into the lounge. He switched the television back on and sat at the table and began to eat his tea.

The party, on the other hand, would be a good chance for Charlie to meet some new people and that might just provide him with that change in his social life that he carved. It would definitely make a change from the now predictable Friday night out with his mates. Whatever, he thought. He would decide what he was going to do after he had finished his tea and had a shower. He was going out whether it was to this party or not.

Charlie finished off his meal and took the bowl and fork into the kitchen. He gave them a quick rinse and put them in the kitchen sink. It was time to start getting ready for a good night out. He went into his room and undressed. He emerged wearing a towel and crossed the hallway into the bathroom.

Once the water streaming from the shower was hot enough he stepped inside the cubicle and put his head under the cascade. As he washed his hair he thought some more about what he should do this evening. If he did go out with his mates, it would be drinking in their local until it was closing time and then heading either down or across the road to one of the pubs with a late license. It was the same every Friday night. Occasionally some of them would venture into town on the Saturday but this was getting rarer and rarer.

The party then would be a gamble. Charlie decided that the only thing really stopping him from taking the risk was that fact that he would feel like he was missing out on something if he didn’t go out with his mates. This was a symptom of routine, and it was a routine that Charlie decided he needed to break up a bit. Besides, Dennis had hinted that there would be some women at the party. He would do it. He would go to John’s party.

He turned off the shower and stepped outside. The air outside the shower cubicle was much colder and Charlie quickly reached for his towel. He dried himself off and wrapped the towel round his waist as he prepared to shave. First he lathered his face with an exfoliating facial scrub and then applied his shaving cream. After running some hot water into the sink, he began to shave.

This task completed, he applied some moisturiser, splashed on some aftershave and returned to his bedroom to get dressed. After putting on his lucky pants and a pair of socks he set about deciding what he would wear that evening. After a couple of minutes he had decided on a pair of black jeans and a casual shirt. He checked himself in the mirror and decided he was good to go.

Every Friday night, before he left the house, Charlie would watch Top Of The Pops. The only real exceptions to this would be if he had been drinking straight after finishing his final lecture on the Friday, and he was trying to do this less and less nowadays. He watched it religiously and if he did miss it on the Friday night, the programme was repeated late on Saturday night, or more precisely early on Sunday morning.

Charlie had been watching Top Of The Pops since he was a child, and although most of his friends couldn’t understand why he still continued to watch it Charlie knew that although the style had changed the content hadn’t. When people said that pop music wasn’t as good as it used to be, he believed that this was just a symptom of people getting older. It was true that he didn’t enjoy the programme as much as he used to, but that was due to most of the chart records nowadays being R’n’B, which Charlie generally found bland. Occasionally there were still nice surprises and the programme would have a band on that you wouldn’t normally have expected to see on what was largely regarded as a kids programme.

The next part of his ritual flowed logically from the above. After the show had finished, Charlie would switch off the television and then play one of his compact discs in order to remind himself that there was still decent music in the world. He put on The Last Broadcast by Doves and sat down to listen for a while. He then went into the hallway to fetch his coat and shoes. He put on the shoes and was about to do the same with his coat when a thought struck him. If he was meeting women that evening he didn’t want to be too tense.

He went into the kitchen and returned with a box of tissues. He stopped the compact disc just as New York was kicking in and moved one of the chairs from the table into the centre of the room. He put an unmarked cassette into his video recorder and pressed play. As the film started, he undid his trousers and pulled them and his pants down and sat on the chair. The video cassette contained a copy of Buttman And Rocco Go To Montreal. The tape was already halfway through so the action began immediately as he vigorously began to pump his fist.

A couple of minutes later he cleaned himself up, pulled his pants and trousers back up, stopped and removed Buttman and Rocco and disposed of the tissue before post-wank guilt began to set in. He put the chair back and put on his coat, and then walked out of the flat and out of the building into the cold night air.
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Danger To Self And Others

Hugo sat in his favourite armchair, a chair which on this day could not give him the comfort he sought. He was depressed. Whatever had happened out in the desert had completely fried the loop, the search coil which actually senses the metal. The plastic cover had split and melted and the wire itself was blackened. He was pretty convinced that the whole control box had been blown again as the headphones weren’t producing any sound and even with a battered coil the machine should still be making some noise.

His ears were still ringing with the horrific sound that had come out of the machine. Whatever it was out there, nothing should have produced that type of effect. He was therefore assuming that in his excited state earlier that day, we had wired up the device incorrectly. But he didn’t really have any evidence to support this. Something somewhere was very wrong.

He had marked the approximate area of the discovery on the map in the traditional fashion with a letter ‘X’. His plan was to get back out there as soon as possible and investigate, but first he needed a working metal detector. He probably could have improvised something to use as a search coil, but if the control box had taken a beating as well then he would need a whole new device. He decided he was going to call Crappie Joe.

Crappie Joe was an old friend of Hugo’s. The pair of them had known each other on and off for years and several years ago Joe had moved over to Barstow and the pair of them had hooked up and often went fishing and occasionally metal detecting. Joe had received the name Crappie Joe from when he lived across the country in St Louis. He would often fish for crappie which he would then cook for his dinner. “I barely eat much else ‘part from crappie nowadays,” he was famous for saying.

Nowadays Joe suffered from terrible indigestion and heartburn. Whether a crappie diet played any part in this, no-one really liked to speculate. He would often be partway through relating a story or explaining something when he would suddenly switch tack and say something along the lines of, “oh man, my guts are bad today.” Despite the advice of his friends and family, he would refuse to see a doctor about it.

Hugo picked up the telephone and dialled Joe’s number. After several rings Joe answered.

“Hello, you’re speaking to Joe.”

“Hey Joe, it’s Hugo.”

“Hello sir. What are you doing with yourself?”

“Well Joe, I actually called you because I need a favour,” said Hugo. “I’d like to borrow your metal detector.”

“Sure, no problem at all. But what in the hell is wrong with yours?”

Hugo paused, wondering whether to tell Joe the truth or not.

“It blew up this morning.”

“Blew up?”

“Yeah, I was out in the desert out by Daggett and the thing started screaming and then the coil fried and I think the control box has pretty much had the dick too.”

“Jesus. Yeah, I’ll come over. We can go out there together.”

“Yeah,” said Hugo. “Come over. I’ll get some coffee on.”

Hugo would have preferred to go out there on his own as he wanted to know what it was before anyone else. But he liked Joe and he trusted him. It would probably be alright, he decided. He went into the kitchen and put some coffee in a filter bag, filled up the machine and switched it on.

Around quarter of an hour later, Hugo heard Joe’s car pull up in the driveway. He walked over to the door to greet him. As he opened the door he saw Joe coming up the driveway.

“Hey Joe man, how’s it going?”

“Yeah, it’s going pretty good. I brought over a couple of detectors, ‘cause you know I got myself a new one?”

“No, I did not know that,” said Hugo.

“Yes sir, it’s got a computer display on the control box and it can even tell you the type of metal and everything.”

Hugo was impressed. Inviting Joe over was definitely a good idea, he thought. The pair of them went inside the house and Hugo went into the kitchen to fetch the coffee. Over coffee they discussed what they had both been up to for the last couple of weeks since they had last seen each other. Both the men were retired and although they shared a few hobbies, the only metal detecting Hugo had done recently was this desert project he had assigned himself. The other thing that the pair of them liked to do together was fishing, but neither of them had been for a while. They planned a fishing trip for the following Tuesday. They would take their tackle and a few cans of beer and spent a nice relaxing afternoon fishing.

Hugo poured them both another coffee and as they drank it he told Joe the whole story beginning with the meteorite out by Daggett and about his, until recently fruitless, search. He pulled his map out of his pocket and explained about how he had already methodically searched the shaded area and that the letter ‘X’ represented the approximate area where this morning’s incident had occurred.

Joe silently sipped his coffee while he mulled over the new information. Eventually he put down his cup and said, “You know Hugo, I would be very interested to check this out.”

“Me too,” said Hugo. “This thing had been bugging me for about a year now and just this morning things have taken a turn for the weirder, if you know what I mean.”

“Okay, well let’s get ourselves back out there.”

“Sure,” said Hugo, “we’ll take my car.”

The two old men left the house with flasks of coffee and bottles of water and transferred the metal detectors from Joe’s car to Hugo’s. Hugo also fetched a spade from the garage and loaded that into the vehicle. He wanted to find out exactly what it was he had discovered even if that meant digging it up. The light of the afternoon sun splashed down as they set off in the direction of Daggett.

By the time they had got to Main Street, they had agreed that the afternoon sun was too much for them to start work and so they stopped by at a diner for a sandwich and a beer. The actual reason Hugo wanted to stop there was because he wanted the beer just to calm his nerves. Whatever it was that had happened last time had worried him, he was on edge. It wasn’t so much that the detector had broken. It was that he thought he had heard something else, something behind the squeal of the detector. Or maybe it was just his imagination.

They stopped off at the Ol’ Route 66 Diner and sat down and waited for the waitress to come over. The waitress’ name was Marta and she knew both of the men as they were both semi-frequent visitors to the diner.

“Good afternoon gentlemen and how are we today?” she enquired.

“Good, good,” said Joe.

“And how can I help you this afternoon?” she asked.

“I’ll take a steak sub,” said Joe.

“And I’ll just have a cheese sandwich,” added Hugo, “and a couple of beers.”

“Great. That’ll be with you shortly, okay?”

They waited in silence as Hugo continued to feel anxiety about the object and Joe thought about various possibilities about what the object could possibly me. Fortunately the beer arrived almost immediately and their minds were both momentarily distracted. The sandwiches were not much longer in coming and this helped to take Hugo’s mind completely off the subject of the object.

“I tell you what Joe,” said Hugo, “this beer is mighty welcome.”

“Yes sir,” replied Joe, “and this sandwich isn’t too bad neither.”

After this brief interlude, their minds once again focused on the task in hand and with new resolve the two men paid for the food and beer and strode out to Hugo’s car. It didn’t take long to complete the short drive out to Daggett and Hugo once again pulled up beside the fence. They examined the map, locating their position and it’s relative position to the ‘X’ which marked the spot.

The two men then got out of the car and equipped themselves with coffee, water, the detectors and a spade, and climbed over the fence and walked slowly in the direction of the ‘X’. The two gentlemen didn’t speak much during the walk over to where the incident had occurred. Hugo was feeling incredibly anxious, however Joe’s mind was miles away.

Joe was reminiscing about how he had picked up metal detecting as a hobby. He had been given a metal detector one birthday by his wife at the time. Eager to try it out and get used to it he had switched it on and gone into the back garden. The garden was quite large and it took him a couple of hours before he heard a squawk in his headphones. Exited, he marked the spot with a pile of pebbles and went and got a spade. A few minutes of digging and he unearthed a bullet, a bullet which he found out later dated back to the civil war.

Since that initial find, Joe now had quite a collection of civil war memorabilia although in all his searching he hadn’t found anything of great value. And if this object, whatever it was, turned out to be a meteorite, it could well be of some value to someone.

As they approached the site, the two men put on their headphones and switched on their devices. Slowly and meticulously, they waved their wands in front of them. Silence. Joe took a swig of water and said, “are you sure this is the right place.”

“Yes,” said Hugo hesitantly, “well, it may have been a little over that way actually.”

The two men changed direction and continued to walk forward slowly. Suddenly Hugo picked something up.

“I got something here,” said Hugo. The sound continued to increase in volume and frequency as Joe approached.

“Whoa, what the?” asked Joe as he too began to pick up the same sound.

The sheer intensity was now causing physical pain in Hugo who began to scream and clutch at the headphones. This time he knew he could definitely hear something there besides the screeching of the metal detector gone mad. It sounded like chanting. The sound had also now begun to reach a very high level of intensity in Joe’s headphones. Hugo managed to wrestle his off and threw the whole set, the detector and the headphones to the floor. He turned round in a state of incredible confusion, almost as if in a hypnotic trance.

“What in the motherfucking-” 

Joe’s words were cut short as his head shattered into a thousand pieces, scattering blood, bones and brain over a ten foot radius.

5

Party Time

The pub was not one of Charlie’s regular haunts, although it was the closest one to his house. His idea of a ‘local’ wasn’t necessarily the nearest pub and it wasn’t even the one that you would go to the most often; it was one that was within walking distance that you could feel comfortable in and conversely one within which you yourself would look at home. And this pub wasn’t it.

The party wasn’t due to start until eleven o’clock as John didn’t see any point in beginning a party before the pubs shut. As this was the case and, moreover, because he didn’t know anyone else who was going to be at the party, Charlie had arranged to meet John and Dennis at the pub for a couple of pints before the party started.

Charlie walked through the doors. The bar was in the centre of the pub, so he took one single tour of the bar to see if anyone he knew was in before ordering a pint and sitting alone at a table. He checked his watch. He was a few minutes early. He drank some of his pint and smoked a cigarette. As he was putting the cigarette out, John came through the door with another man who Charlie had not met before.

John spotted him and marched over with his companion in tow. John was a huge bloke and his companion was not much over five foot and to Charlie they appearance was quite strange. Never mind, he thought, I’ll be able to balance it out a bit.

“All reet Charlie?” said John approaching the table.

“Yeah man,” replied Charlie.

“This is Ray,” said John. “Dennis is going to be late. Mind if we join you?”

“Sure go ahead,” said Charlie. Ray hopped onto a seat opposite him.

“Do you need a pint?” asked John.

“Er, yeah sure,” replied Charlie.

“Ray?”

“Er, yes please,” said Ray and grinned foolishly.

“So,” said Charlie, “how do you know John?”

Ray nervously replied, “I used to be on his course, but I switched after a year.”

“Oh right,” said Charlie. “So what are you doing know?”

“I’m studying artificial intelligence. I’ve only got a few months left.”

“Yeah,” said John returning from the bar and placing three pints carefully on the table. “We call him Ray I,” he laughed.

“Oh it’s hilarious,” said Ray with more than a hint of irony. “My surname’s Ipping,” he explained to Charlie.

The three of them sat there and discussed various aspects of their courses. Charlie was already getting to be sick of his course and had mulled with the idea of changing courses. Out of the two other courses being discussed artificial intelligence interested him more than biology, but on the other hand he could well imagine artificial intelligence failing to live up to its image in the same sort of way that archaeology had had.

Charlie decided that as John had bought him a couple of pints that week it was high time he got a round in. The near side of the bar was quite busy, being nearest to the entrance, so Charlie went round to the other side. He ordered the pints and as he was waiting for his drinks he overheard a couple of guys at another table who sounded like they were discussing UFOs. Charlie had read something about increased sightings in the Manchester area in the Evening News a few days earlier, but he didn’t really have time for any of that rubbish. Weirdoes, he though as he handed over a ten pound note.

He took his change and his drinks and walked back over to the table. John and Ray were laughing about something when he arrived with the pints.

“Here you go lads,” said Charlie as he put down the drinks.

“Nice one mate,” said John.

“Thanks,” added Ray.

“There’s a couple of guys over there talking about UFOs,” said Charlie.

“Which ones?” asked John.

“The two blokes sat at that table near the stairs.”

“Oh aye? They look the sort,” said John taking a swig of his beer.

The three of them watched the two guys for a couple of minutes until finally one of them got up and left.

“Nutters,” said John. “Do you believe in any of that lads?”

“UFOs? No. It’s all a load of bollocks,” said Charlie.

“I don’t know,” said Ray. “I reckon there might be something in it.”

“I thought you did artificial intelligence Ray, not fucking extraterrestrial intelligence,” said John.

“Well, there are thousands of stars out there and some of them might well be capable of supporting intelligent life. It’s a bit arrogant of people to think we’re the only intelligent beings in the Universe.”

“Yeah,” said John, “shut up then.”

Ray seemed a bit pissed off by this and went to the bar.

“Shit,” said John, “do you reckon I were a bit harsh on him there?”

“I dunno,” said Charlie, “how long have you known him?”

“Oh I’ve known him for years now,” explained John, “but sometimes he can be a bit touchy, you know what I mean? And I’m known for winding people up. I know I’m doing it, but I can’t help it.”

Ray came back with the pints and John apologised to him.

“Soz man,” said John.

“Oh it’s all right,” said Ray. “You get used to him after a while,” he explained to Charlie.

Over their pints they discussed their plan for the party. The idea was that they would leave after this last pint and go over to John’s for any last minute preparations. On the way over they would stop at an off license for some cans. Then they would sit there and drink until people started showing up. Charlie didn’t really like being there at the start of a party, but seeing as how everyone he knew who was going, with the exception of Dennis, were sat at the table next to him he didn’t really have much of a choice.

Just then Dennis came through the doors. He headed up to the table and greeted the men.

“All right Dennis,” said John. “Did you get it sorted out?”

“Yeah,” said Dennis. “Have we got time for another pint?”

John looked at his watch and did some quick calculations in his head before nodding affirmative. “But,” he added, “It’ll have to be a quick ‘un.”

Dennis nodded and headed off to the bar.

When Dennis returned the four of them quickly finished off the pints and headed off towards the off license in order to pick up some cans for the party. Charlie also purchased some more cigarettes. Although he didn’t think he’d be at the party for a couple of hours they would do for the next day. And besides, he thought, you never know how these things turn out.

After the visit to the off license, they walked down to John’s house. They arrived there shortly after eleven o’clock, which was perfect timing as John didn’t really expect anyone to turn up until after eleven thirty. He took his keys out of his pocket and ushered everyone inside.

John’s house was a three bedroom place just on the other side of Withington to Charlie’s house. It had a large lounge with an archway leading into a dining room. The dining room table was the type with ends that fold in, which John had done and moved that table against the wall to make more room. He had also rearranged some of the furniture around and Charlie had the feeling that John had arranged gatherings like this many times before.

“Where are your housemates?” asked Charlie.

“They’re both away for the weekend. They both live quite close so they’re back every other weekend or so,” explained John.

“Nice,” said Charlie moving through to the dining room and putting his cans on the table.

“’Ere mate,” said John, “stick ‘em in the fridge.”

The kitchen was accessible from the dining room and was quite small, but contained two full height fridges. Charlie and the others complied and put their cans in the fridge, saving one each for the time being. Back in the lounge they opened their beer and carried on with the conversation they’d been having on the way down to John’s house. Eventually there was a ring at the doorbell and John got up to let six people into the house.

There’s not really anything more pointless, thought Charlie, than being introduced to a large number of people at once. If they all know each other they might remember what your name is, although it’s more likely they’ll ask you to remind them of it after several minutes of conversation. And if you’re on the other end, then there’s no way you’re going to be able to successfully juggle a whole bunch of new names in your head at once.

More guests arrived and Charlie had been introduced to around twenty new people, none of whose names he could even begin to remember. He felt uncomfortable and out of place and his only familiar ground were John, Dennis and Ray who were all mingling successfully. It wasn’t that the party people seemed like a bad crowd, it was just that he didn’t really know where to start. “I don’t know anyone here, mind if I talk to you for a bit?” Charlie therefore opted instead for hanging around the dining table smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. Eventually someone spoke to him.

“All right…Charlie, is it?” asked one of the partygoers.

Astounded Charlie replied, “Yeah, sorry mate I can’t remember your name.”

“It’s Mark,” said the man offering a handshake.

“Pleased to meet you again,” said Charlie as they shook hands.

“So, how long have you known John?” asked Mark.

“Er, about three days,” replied Charlie.

The pair of them talked for a few minutes before Mark went to the kitchen to get more booze and got talking to some girl on the way. Charlie sighed and finished off another can. Maybe he should have gone out with the lads tonight instead. He had just made his decision to leave when the doorbell went again. John went to answer. When she came in, Charlie could not believe his eyes. It was the girl he had seen in the lecture theatre a few days earlier. Charlie decided he would stick around for a bit and got another can from the fridge.

Eventually, John came over with the girl.

“Charlie,” said John, “here’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

“Simone,” said the girl.

“Hi,” said Charlie, “I’m Charlie.” The doorbell went again.

“If you’ll excuse me,” said John, “I’m going to go and be a host for a bit.” He walked off to answer the door.

“Are you a friend of Morris Stevenson by any chance?” asked Charlie.

“Well yes,” replied Simone, “as a matter of fact I am. How did you know?”

“I saw you in one of my lectures and as I hadn’t seen you in any others I assumed you must be a friend or something,” explained Charlie.

“That’s very observant of you,” suggested Simone.

Oh fuck, thought Charlie, she probably thinks I’m a fucking stalker now.

“I have a good memory,” he said.

“Ooh, that’s interesting. I might have to test you later.”

Charlie’s heart rate started to increase.

“Er, can I get you a drink?” said Charlie, swiftly changing the subject.

“Yeah,” said Simone, “I think there’s some wine in the kitchen.”

In the kitchen Charlie was trying not to panic. This girl had been at the back of all his thoughts for most of the week and now she was here talking to him. He poured a glass of wine and collected another can for himself. Charlie repeated to himself the mantra ‘don’t nob it up’ to himself a few times, took a couple of deep breaths and then proceeded back through to the dining room to rejoin Simone.

He handed her the glass of wine.

“So you were in Morris’ lecture then?” she asked.

“Yeah, although I don’t think I got too much out of it. Ancient languages aren’t really my thing.”

“You’re an archaeology student though?”

“Well, yeah, but…”

“It would probably be in your best interest to know at least something about ancient languages.”

“Yeah, but to tell you the truth I’m getting a bit sick of doing Archaeology. It’s an incredibly boring subject and so far I haven’t seen anything remotely interesting in connection it.”

“That’s a shame,” said Simone glancing down at the floor.

“So,” began Charlie, “what do you do?”

“I’m a Doctor of Archaeology. I lecture at Durham University.”

Words cannot begin to describe how much of a bell end Charlie felt at that moment, but anyone who has been in a similar situation has a rough idea of what it is like.

“Shit,” was the best Charlie could offer.

“It’s all right,” she laughed touching his hand, “I can understand that some people would think that, especially at an undergraduate level. I’ll bet you haven’t even been on a dig yet, have you?”

“Well, we’ve been on field trips and that.”

“Yes,” she sympathised, “but not a proper dig. Last week some colleagues of mine went off to Cambodia. Archaeology isn’t all about lectures and it isn’t about Indiana Jones. But it is somewhere in the middle and I’m comfortable with it. I’d recommend you sticking with it for a bit. You never know, you might end up liking it. You should apply now to go on a dig this summer and if you don’t enjoy it you’ll still have time to switch subjects. Listen, I’m going to have to speak to John and I’ll come back over in a few minutes.”

“Cool,” said Charlie, “and, thanks for the advice.”

Charlie finished off his can and went to the kitchen to get another. Returning to the dining room he lit a cigarette. Dennis approached him.

“I think you’re in there,” said Dennis.

“Do you reckon?” asked Charlie with mild embarrassment.

“Oh yes,” said Dennis, “definitely. I only hope you had a Barclays before you came over.”

Charlie grinned foolishly into his beer.

6

Here Come The Lizards

Hugo surveyed the scene with unbearable anguish. Joe’s body had collapsed in a heap on the ground and there was blood everywhere. His eyes had been blown clean away and now lay on the ground about a foot apart around five feet away from the body. Hugo fell to his knees and violently vomited, tears streaming from his eyes. He was in an incredible state of confusion. How could this have happened?

Hugo replayed the event again and again in his head. There’s no way on Earth, he thought, that the equipment they were using should have caused this sort of effect. What happened to Joe? What in Christ’s name happened? After a couple of minutes Hugo had emptied the contents of his stomach onto the sand. He was still crying, more due to the feeling of terror which gripped him than because he had just seen one of his best friends’ head explode.

Slowly he struggled to his feet but, unable to walk, he merely stood there swaying. The whole area was a huge mess of blood, brains and skull. Hugo was still in a trance-like state, barely able to keep himself upright. His breathing and heart rate were erratic and sweat poured off him. Eventually he managed to shuffle round to face away from Joe’s body and slowly managed to put on foot in front of the other and begin to move away from the scene.

He moved slowly across the desert in the direction of the car. He was starting to mutter to himself in a delirious way and occasionally lost his footing and fell to the ground. He had become cold with the shock and was shivering like it was winter. It took him nearly half an hour to reach the car, but once he arrived at the vehicle the very sight of it seemed to bring him out of his shocked state somewhat.

Hugo opened the car door and climbed in. He put his head on the steering wheel and began to weep uncontrollably, this time for the loss of his friend. He was still largely incapable of rationalising about the situation, but then what was rational about what had just happened. He sat there for some time sobbing into the steering wheel and replaying the event in his head.

He poured himself some of the coffee out of the flask with difficulty as his hands were trembling. He slowly drank some of it which helped alleviate the shock some more. He decided what he was going to do. He was going to calm down until he was in a fit state to drive and then he would head up to the sheriffs office in Daggett. But at the moment he was far from clam enough to drive. He drank his coffee.

As his resolve was returning, paranoia began to creep in underneath it. The truth is going to sound fucking ridiculous, thought Hugo. “Yes officer, me and my pal went out with metal detectors and his head just blew up.” In Hugo’s confused state he failed to realise that there was no evidence of foul play and absolutely no motive, however paranoia had set in and Hugo was convinced that if he went to the authorities he would be blamed for Joe’s death.

He got out the car and began to pace back and forth frantically now in quite a high state of panic, wondering what he was going to do about this. Sanity told him to report this incident to the proper authorities, but Hugo was suffering from intense shock and wasn’t thinking straight. As he walked past the car for the eighth time he noticed the spade in the back of the car and thought a very bad thought.

His mind now set, he strode purposefully across the desert with the spade in his hand like a man possessed. This time it took him minutes to reach the site where Joe’s body was lying minus head. When Hugo caught sight of this again he broke down once again. What in the Hell am I thinking about? he asked himself. I can’t just bury him out here in the desert. Even if I am going to be locked up for it, Joe was a great man and he deserves a proper burial.

Hugo resolutely slammed the spade into the ground near where Joe lay. Within seconds a loud hum began which sounded like it was coming from under the ground.

“What the fuck?” said Hugo as he tried to remove the spade. The hum subsided. Hugo couldn’t remove the spade from the ground. He looked down to see what was stopping it and saw to his horror that something was moving up the shaft of the spade. On closer inspection it turned out to be dozens of tiny lizards.

“What the fuck is going on,” said Hugo. The lizards began to crawl onto his hands and Hugo let go of the spade and fell to the floor struggling to brush the lizards of his hands. Some of them had got underneath his clothes which he was now trying in desperation to tear off as he writhed around on the floor. More of the lizards had fallen off the end of the spade and were scuttling across the desert floor towards him.

“No!” shouted Hugo, “leave me alone!” He had managed to remove most of his clothes which were now covered in lizards. As he scrambled to his feet, some of the lizards were moving up his legs. He was trying to brush them off but there were too many. After a few seconds of struggling, Hugo fell to the floor beaten by the tiny creatures.

7

Where’s My Pizza?

True to her word, Simone returned after speaking to John. Dennis excused himself and went back into the lounge to talk to Ray.

“So what’s the deal with this Cambodia trip?” asked Charlie. “Why didn’t you go yourself?”

“Why indeed,” said Simone. “I would have loved to have gone, but unfortunately I’m in the middle of a research project which, incidentally, is why I’m down here in Manchester. I just don’t have the time at the moment.”

“How long are you here for?” asked Charlie taking another swig from his can.

“I can’t really say for certain. I’m probably going to be here for at least a month, but I want to get back to Durham for the beginning of the next semester. I’m teaching a course on early writing systems, but if anything goes wrong and I’m still here in Manchester, Morris has confirmed that he will take the first couple of lectures in my absence.”

“Sounds hardcore,” said Charlie.

“Not really. They’re all basically hieroglyphic in nature, although several of them haven’t yet been deciphered. But enough about that. I thought you weren’t interested in archaeology?”

“Well, I, er…” Charlie was floundering. He was saved by a beeping from Simone’s mobile telephone. She took out the phone and checked the incoming text message.

“I’ve got to go,” she said.

“Can we meet up sometime?” asked Charlie hopefully.

“Sure,” said Simone sounding distracted, “is there a pen lying around anywhere?”

Charlie picked up a pen and tore a piece of paper from the notepad next to the phone and handed them to her. She scrawled down her number and handed back to him. She kissed him on the cheek and said, “It was nice meeting you,” and then she walked through to the lounge, said goodbye to John and walked out the front door.

Charlie sighed and looked at the piece of paper. It was marked with her number, her name, and a couple of kisses. But in his hurry Charlie hadn’t taken a blank piece of paper: there was something on the other side. He turned the paper over and was surprised to see that it was marked with ‘BL?’ in a rough circle. He had drunk a lot of beer that evening and now he was beginning to feel quite hammered and, as a result of this, his mind failed to connect the writing on the paper with the graffiti he had seen earlier in the week.

By now the party was in full swing, more guests had arrived whilst Charlie was talking to Simone and the music had been turned up. Everybody had consumed the right amount of alcohol for everyone to be on a similar vibe and Charlie had begun to relax. He finished the can and went to the kitchen to get another.

Ray was in the kitchen with two almost identical looking men. Charlie got a can from the fridge and said, “All right Ray man, how’s it going?”

“Oh yes it’s going quite well,” said Ray. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

Charlie cracked open his can and took a swig and grinned.

“I’ll take that as a yes then,” said Ray smiling. “Charlie, this is Eric,” he said indicating one of the two men, “and this is Trevor,” indicating the other.

“Hello,” said Eric and Trevor simultaneously. Had it not been for the alcohol he had consumed that evening, Charlie would have been freaked out by this.

“All right lads,” said Charlie. “Having a good ‘un?”

“Yes, thanks,” they said.

Weird cunts, thought Charlie walking off back into the dining room.

Someone had put on some house music and people were dancing in the dining room. Charlie saw this as an opportunity to grab a seat in the lounge. He wandered through and saw that there was an empty space on the couch in between two beautiful young women.

“Is anybody sat here?” asked Charlie.

“No,” said one of the girls.

“Go for it,” said the other.

Charlie sat himself down between the girls. John came over with a chair which he turned around and sat on backwards.

“Well, Charlie,” said John, “can I throw a party or what?”

“I’m very, very impressed,” said Charlie.

“I noticed you were getting on quite well with Simone.”

“Yeah, I, er, got her number anyway.”

“You going to gi’ her a ring?” asked John with a grin.

“Might do,” said Charlie, “don’t know,” before adding, “too pissed.”

John laughed a big fat laugh and got up with the chair and went off in the direction of the dining room. Charlie sat and talked to the girls for a while but his mind was on other things. Well, one other thing: Simone. 

He went to the kitchen to get another beer and upon his return the two girls informed him that they were leaving. Several of the other guests had already left and the party was definitely winding down.

Charlie reassumed his position by the table in the dining room. He lit up another cigarette and surveyed the party. More people were clearing out. As he was in quite a good mood he decided he would offer to help John clear up. And possibly finish off the last of the booze if there was any left. John came out of the kitchen and Charlie signalled him over.

“’Ere mate,” said Charlie, slurring slightly, “do you need a hand clearing up or owt?”

“Actually you’d be doing me a massive favour if you could help us out. There’s only a few people left and they should be leaving in a few minutes then we’ll start. Dennis and Ray are going to help out as well so it should only take us a few minutes.”

“Smart,” said Charlie and returned to his cigarette.

Charlie sat down at the dining table next to Eric.

“So man,” said Charlie, “what’s the deal?”

“I’m sorry,” said Eric, “I don’t understand.”

“Yeah you do man,” said Charlie, “what’s the fucking deal?” before adding, “Never mind. How do you know Ray?”

“We’re on the same course. Trevor, Ray and I all do artificial intelligence.”

“Ah,” said Charlie, “so what’s that all about.”

“Well, it’s basically a combination of computer science and psychology. None of us really like the computer science aspect of it, but none of us had the grades we needed to do a pure psychology course so that’s why we’re here.”

“Shit man,” sympathised Charlie.

“Yeah well, as a result of this we’re stuck on a course with a bunch of people we don’t really like. We’re like the three musketeers of the course.”

“And do you have a d’Artagnon?” asked Charlie.

“No,” said Eric. “No we don’t.”

Trevor came over and said, “Come on Eric, I think we should be heading off.”

“All right,” agreed Eric. “See you later Charlie.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie, “see you later lads.”

Eric and Trevor were the last of the guests to leave and it was time to turn there attention to making John’s house once again look respectable. The four of them took a couple of bin liners between them and began to dispose of the empty cans and bottle, emptying ashtrays and clearing up any miscellaneous rubbish. The whole process took them not much more than about ten minutes.

“Well,” said John, “cheers for your help. All that partying and tidying up has made me hungry. What do you reckon to going down the Spice King and getting a couple of pizzas?”

“I’ve got some stuff to do tomorrow morning so I’m going to give it a miss. I’ll walk up to the King with you though ‘cause I can get a taxi from the place round the back,” said Dennis.

“Sounds good to me,” said John. “Anyone else?”

“Yeah, I’ll be up for it,” said Charlie. “I’m fucking starving.”

“Yes, I’ll come too,” said Ray.

“Nice one lads,” said John. “Let’s go.”

The four of them left the house and began the short journey to the Spice King takeaway. On the way John was relating a story about one of the most mental things he’d ever head of.

“I were working in this warehouse at the time and the manager tells me about what had happened the night before. He’d been out somewhere and was driving back, a route which happened to take him past the warehouse, and he noticed that the lights were on. Now he thought this was odd and that he should check it out to see whether someone had just left the light on or whether the place was being robbed. Anyway, he goes round and in through the office and then through into the warehouse and he can not believe the sight what greets his eye.”

“What were it?” asked Dennis.

“There were four industrial heaters all facing each other, and in the middle there was a sheet of plastic, and lying on the sheet of plastic were one of the workers from the warehouse, completely in the niff and covered wallpaper paste having the most bizarre wank ever.”

“No fucking way,” said Charlie.

“Jesus Christ,” said Ray.

“I’m telling you lads. The manager tells me about it the next day and the bloke in question never showed up for work ever again. I can believe it. Some people are just plain fucking weird, know what I mean?”

They had arrived at the Spice King and Dennis bit them farewell and disappeared down a side street to get his taxi. The rest of them headed into the Spice King to get their pizzas.

There were two other men in the Spice King. They looked like they’d been out drinking for most of the night and were sniggering at the way the young Asian man behind the counter would ask, “Salt and vinegar on both of these portions of chips, is it?” As the three of them entered, this just made the two men laugh even harder.

Charlie realised that they must look a bit odd as John was massive and Ray was tiny. He knew that if he was with the two guys that he’d be laughing too.

“Reet lads,” said John, “what sort of pizzas are we having?”

“A large, a medium and a small,” suggested Charlie.

“Fuck off,” said John.

“Yeah, fuck off,” said Ray.

“All right then,” said Charlie. “Let’s get three large.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know if I can handle a large,” said Ray. “I might get a medium.”

“Do you really want a large?” asked John.

“Well, I dunno,” said Charlie. “Don’t you?”

“Well, it’s just that if you were going to get one, then I’d just get a medium and have a bit of yours.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie, “but I were just going to take mine home.”

The two men in the corner were in absolute stitches by this time.

“Listen,” said Charlie, “we’re making pricks of usselves: let’s just get three mediums and fuck off.”

“Well said,” said Ray.

“All right,” said John. “What sort?”

The three of them waited in silence for the pizzas to be prepared as they were all pretty tired. They were going to return to their respective homes with their pizzas. Eventually, the food turned up and they left the shop. Outside they said goodbye to each other and set off, Charlie heading north and the other two heading south.

As he walked home with his pizza, Charlie thought about Simone. It must be fate, he thought. He had seen her briefly at the end of the lecture and then at the end of the week he meets her at a party, a party thrown by someone who he has only known for a few days as well. What was it Jung called it? Synchronicity? Well whatever, he thought, this can only be a good thing.

Arriving back in the flat, Charlie sat himself down on the sofa and began to devour the pizza. He managed to eat about three slices of it before he fell into a deep sleep.
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Deutschland Über Eidechsen

The afternoon sunlight splashed across the road through the trees as the road wound its way over and around hills and down into valleys. A car made it’s way slowly west across the landscape of the Black Forest of Germany. It was a beautiful autumn afternoon and the car was in no real rush to go anywhere. In a couple of hours, the Baurs would reach their destination of Offenburg where they intended to spend the weekend.

The road arched round the hillside in a great arc as the car first plunged into the darkness beneath the trees and then, as the direction of the road straightened out, the car was once again bathed in sunlight. The road started to head downwards and then levelled out a few minutes later. It was a beautiful drive, but the Baurs were less happy than you would probably imagine.

Helmut Baur was a reasonably successful entrepreneur who had several years previously started his own company manufacturing tennis racquets. Almost two years ago he had handed over the running of the company to someone else and he was now free to enjoy semi-retirement. His career as a tennis player had been cut short due to an injury he had suffered just as his playing career was about to take off.

He had met his wife Eva at a time when his previous business venture had crashed leaving him with nothing. She had stuck with him through this difficult period and he probably wouldn’t have found the resolve to start again from scratch and this time to make a success of things. Eva was retired now as well. She had been a portrait artist and nowadays she painted only for recreational reasons. The pair of them now had all the time to enjoy each others company and to see Germany and the world.

The reason that they were less than happy given their freedom and the beautiful countryside is that they had been arguing for most of the journey from Freudenstadt. The journey had largely consisted of bursts of arguing separated by long periods of silence. The argument had been going on for so long now that neither party could remember what they were arguing about in the first place, but it had evolved into the argument they had been having for the past week regarding Helmut’s relationship with his secretary.

“Can we just drop this now please? I just want to get to Offenburg in peace,” began Helmut after another long period of silence.

“Well I don’t know why you’re going with me anyway. I’m sure there’s someone else you could be going with who wouldn’t be arguing with.”

“You know what, you’re right. I’ve told you and told you that there’s absolutely nothing going on, but you refuse to believe me and to be honest I’m sick of hearing it. So yes, I wish I had taken Melanie. At least I would have got some peace.”

“I knew it. I knew there was something going on,” said Eva folding her arms.

“For Christ’s sake woman, there is nothing going on. It’s just that we’ve come away for a relaxing vacation and all I’ve got is this rubbish in my earhole the whole journey and this is not what I came on holiday for.”

“How long is it before we get to Offenburg?” she asked.

“It’s about another hour and a half. Why, do you want to know how much time you have left to shout at me for?”

“Don’t be so stupid. I just want to know how long it’s going to be.”

“Well can we just stop arguing for the next hour and a half please?” said Helmut getting very irritated.

“Why, so you can spend the time thinking about her?”

That last remark pushed Helmut over the edge. “Would you shut your fucking mouth, you stupid fucking cunt?”

Eva fumed and then lashed out at her husband. The car careered off the road and smashed into a tree and the last thing Helmut remembered was being thrown through the windscreen at a tremendous speed.

Helmut lay unconscious on the floor a few feet away from the car, the front of which was bent around the body of a large tree. Eva was also unconscious but as she had been wearing her seatbelt, she had remained in the car and was slumped forward onto the dashboard.

Slowly Helmut came around. He was lying on the floor, which he shouldn’t have been. He was having an argument with his wife. Where was she? Then he remembered there had been an accident. He sat upright and shook his head. He was in the middle of the forest. He turned around and saw the road. That was it, he thought, we had been driving. He turned around further and saw the car with its front wrapped around a tree. The sight of his wife slumped forward still in her seat brought him round a bit further. Shit, he thought, Eva’s still inside the car.

He stood up shakily and walked towards the car. He tried the handle on the passengers side but the door was locked and the keys were still inside. He ran around the car to the drivers side but it too was locked. He reached in through the shattered windscreen and rumbled with the keys in the ignition but they dropped to the floor.

He made his way back round to the passenger side, reached in through the windscreen and lifted his wife’s head. Her face was smashed where she had hit the dashboard, but she was still alive. He tried to wake her in vain. He pulled himself back out of the car and noticed that the engine had now caught fire. Panicking he started hammering on the passenger side window. He knew he only had a few seconds but he hammered without any effect. Self-preservation took over and he ran as fast as he could away from the car.

Behind him the fuel in the car took light and there was a huge explosion which lit up the whole surrounding area and threw Helmut headfirst against a tree where for the second time in a few minutes he lost consciousness. When he came to for the second time, he looked around to see the burning remains of the car, and of his wife.

“Eva,” he cried, “Oh God! Eva.”

He walked slowly over to the burning wreckage with tears in his eyes. Peering inside he saw the charred remains of his wife.

“Oh Christ no!” he cried out in disbelief.

The tree that the car had smashed into had caught light and Helmut had to move away from the scene before the tree fell and crushed him. He decided that he had to get to the road and flag down the first available car in order to get help. As he moved away from the car, he turned back around, unable to take his eyes off the scene.

But he noticed that the explosion had uncovered something that had been buried underneath where the car had crashed. It looked like a black pool of water. Whatever it was, Helmut thought it was very strange. Ignoring it he carried on to the road.

He sat by the side of the road with tears in his eyes for over forty minutes before he heard the hum of an engine in the distance. He stood up preparing himself to flag down the passing vehicle. After a couple more minutes he saw the gleam of the headlights in the distance. He walking into the centre of the road and began jumping up and down waving his hands in the air.

Eventually the car came into view and upon seeing Helmut came to a screeching halt. Helmut ran round to the driver’s side of the car and hammered on the window. The driver rolled down the window.

“Please help,” said Helmut with tears in his voice. “There’s been an accident. My wife…”

The driver quickly got out of the car. “What’s happened,” he asked, and then he saw the wreckage of the car. “Oh Jesus!” he said running over to it.

“My wife…” said Helmut trailing off as he ran with the driver over to the heap of twisted and charred metal.

“Oh God!” said the driver, peeing into the mess. “Come with me, I’ll give you a lift into down and we can contact the emergency services.”

“Thank you,” cried Helmut.

“Come on,” said the driver. “What the fuck is this?” he asked rhetorically upon seeing the black pool on the ground.

Helmut knelt down on the floor and put his hand into the pool. It was a very strange sensation, he thought. He pulled out his hand and saw to his absolute terror that his hand was covered in dozens of tiny lizards.
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A Big Decision

Charlie was sat on a sofa in a large room. Apart from the sofa, there was also a large armchair, a low table and a television set. The sofa and armchair were covered with faded brown leather, and the television set appeared to be very old, the outer casing being made of plastic with a fake wooden pattern. He was alone in the room. The television was showing an Open University style program about archaeology.

Through a doorway that Charlie had not previously noticed stepped a girl. She looked around the room for a few moments before seeing Charlie. She turned to him and said “I’m not the person you think I am.” Charlie looked at her and saw that it was Simone. “Wait,” he said as she turned around and left.

“I don’t suppose anyone is really who you think they are, are they lads?” asked John who was sat in the large leather armchair.

“No,” replied Dennis, who was sat next to Charlie on the sofa.

“But some people will give away more than they intend,” said Ray who was sat on the other side of Charlie on the sofa.

“Yes,” said John. “It is there for those who can see it.”

Through the door burst an old man who collapsed on the floor. He had an American accent and said, “It’s like cancer. It’s like cancer. I can’t get it out.” Charlie panicked and asked John, “What the fuck is going on?” But John wasn’t there anymore. Neither were Dennis and Ray. 

When Charlie looked back down to the floor, the old man wasn’t there either. All that remained was the program on the television. The man on the television had stopped talking about archaeology and seemed to be waiting for something. When he was sure he had Charlie’s full attention he said, seemingly directly to Charlie, “What the fuck are you doing?”

Behind him, a rock band was playing. Charlie turned around to see that the room extended behind him and in the distance he could see a stage with the rock band on it.

“When you look in the mirror, what can you see?

Is it a shadow of a former representation of me?

When you hear with your ears, what could it be?

Is it the screaming of the voices of a thousand trees?” sang the band.

Charlie woke up with a start. He had a banging headache and was lying on the sofa at home with a box lying on his chest containing half a pizza. “Oh Christ,” he said, “me fucking head.” He sat up and saw that the television was still on. He must have put MTV on when he got in. The video that was just finishing was ‘Whose Face?’ the new song by Knauf, the song that had managed to invade his dreams. Brilliant, he thought, now I’ll not be able to get it out of my head all day.

He folded the pizza away in the box, stood up, walked over to the table and put the box down. Then he went through the hallway into his bathroom to check the bathroom cabinet for some sort of hangover medicine and managed to find an unopened box of co-codemol. Charlie opened the box and put one of the tablets in his mouth.

Seconds later the effervescent table had begun to fizz up upon contact with his saliva. White foam poured out his mouth into the sink as he spat the remnants of the tablet out. Fucking hell, he thought, maybe these would be better off dissolved in some water.

Charlie went back through the hallway and lounge into the kitchen. He got a glass out of the cupboard, filled it with water and popped two of the tablets into it and watched them slowly dissolve. He opened the fridge and looked for the strongest coffee he had in there. He took out a packet of French stuff and smelt it, causing him to cough. This’ll do, and loaded the machine up.

Whilst he was waiting for the machine to work its magic, he drank the headache remedy he had prepared. It had quite a loathsome taste which when Charlie applied his logic to it meant that it was probably going to do him a lot of good. The coffee was now ready as well and he took a cup from the cupboard and placed it in the machine, pressed the dispensing button and filled the cup. Now, he thought, do I have any cigarettes left?

Returning to the lounge he sat down with his coffee and fished around for the remote control as Football Focus had already started. He was already wondering whether he would be able to watch the Manchester City game in the pub this afternoon. His coat was strewn across the back of one of the chairs at the table and he got up and searched the pockets. He found a crushed box containing two similarly crushed cigarettes. This’ll have to do, he thought and lit one up.

The analgesic concoction he had swallowed earlier had alleviated the pain behind his eyes somewhat and he hoped that the coffee and cigarette would kick start him into overdrive and he could then begin getting himself sorted out for the day ahead. He sat and watched the end of Football Focus while he finished his coffee off and then headed off into the bedroom to get undressed. He took a towel with him and headed for the bathroom.

Charlie hung the towel up and turned the shower on, remaining outside until the temperature had reached a hot enough level. If a red hot shower doesn’t sort me out nowt will, thought Charlie as he stepped inside the shower cubicle.

As he was washing his hair he realised that he was humming the Knauf song he had heard earlier to himself. He immediately stopped and his mind began to wander back to thinking thoughts about Simone and more specifically about whether he should ring her today or not.

If I ring her today, he thought, then I might look as if I’m too keen, which I probably am. I mean I could do the standard bloke thing and leave it three days, but that would mean ringing her on Monday night and who goes out on a Monday night? Fuck this. I need to get my head into shape before I make any sort of decision like this.

As he finished showering he decided that he would go to the pub to see if the Manchester City game was on the television, because in any case he could do with having a pint in order to level himself out. And besides, it was very likely that someone he knew would be in the pub on a Saturday afternoon. But first things first: he needed to get some breakfast. He turned off the shower and dried himself off before heading back to the bedroom to get changed.

Once changed, he went into the kitchen and looked in the cupboard for eggs. Charlie didn’t like to keep eggs in the fridge as he believed that it destroyed the taste, and also partly because a couple of years ago one of his flatmates had thought it would be amusing to boil all his eggs and put them back in the fridge. He found some eggs and bread and had settled on a couple of fried egg sandwiches.

He cleared away the pans he had been using the night before and placed a large frying pan on the heat. He poured some vegetable oil into the pan and waited for it to heat up. Once the temperature was right, Charlie deftly cracked open two of the eggs directly into the pan. While he was waiting for the eggs to cook he poured himself another cup of coffee from the machine.

He flipped the eggs and this reminded him of exactly why his flatmate had pulled the stunt with the eggs. It was because his flatmate had different ideas about how eggs should be prepared which he, for whatever reason, decided it was his duty to enforce on the world.

His flatmate’s method was to put a massive amount of oil into the frying pan and to flick the oil over the egg whilst it was cooking. This was fair enough, thought Charlie, each to his own, but Charlie thought he was doing enough damage to himself with smoking and drinking that he didn’t need to clog up his arteries with grease as well.

The flatmate, however, had different ideas. When he saw Charlie flipping the eggs over he said, “that’s not how you make eggs.” Charlie informed him that that was how he prepared fried eggs, but his flatmate stood there shaking his head. “If you’re going to do it like that,” he said, “you might as well not have eggs at all. You might as well just through them away and have ham and chips instead.”

This was the same flatmate who, to save money on vegetable oil, had loaded their chip pan with lard.

Once his eggs were cooked, Charlie emptied them out onto two of the slices of bread, added a sprinkling of paprika from the spice rack and added the other two slices. It looked delicious. He went though into the lounge with the sandwiches on a plate in one hand and the coffee in the other. He sat down on the sofa and switched the television back on so he could watch Grandstand.

After he had finished his breakfast, Charlie slipped on his coat and left the flat. He checked that he had enough money, which he did as going to a party rather than the pub had saved him some, and walked down to the pub stopping off at the Spar on the way down to purchase some more cigarettes.

The pub was quite large and was a very traditional pub. It even had a bowling green out the back. Charlie entered and had a quick look around to see if there was anyone in there that he knew, which there wasn’t, and ordered himself a pint of Kronenbourg. When the barman returned with his changed, Charlie asked whether the City game was going to be on in the afternoon. The barman informed his that it was.

Charlie took his pint and went and sat down at a table in the corner on his own. He lit up a cigarette and started to drink his pint. Yes, he thought, this is exactly what I need. He was already feeling much better.

He was about halfway through his pint when a familiar face sat himself down at the table opposite Charlie.

“All right mate.”

Charlie looked up. “All right Kev, how’s it going?”

“Yeah man,” said Kev, “all right. Didn’t see you out last night.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie apologetically. “I went to a party with some people off me course. Anyway, who are you here with?”

“Just Milko and Susan. What are you doing sat here on yer own anyway?”

“I just came in to have a pint to level out.”

“Heavy night were it?” asked Kev.

“Yeah, but now that there’s someone else here I might stick around for a bit. The match should be on in about an hour.”

“Yeah that’s what we’ve come down for. Ah, here they are now.”

Milko came over to the table carrying a couple of pints of lager and his girlfriend Susan, whom Charlie only vaguely knew, followed him carrying a bottle of Bacardi Breezer.

“All right Charlie,” said Milko placing himself and his drinks at the table. “What happened to you last night?”

“Oh, I went to a party with some people off my course. So are you watching the game this afternoon then?”

“Yeah, that’s what we’ve come down for,” said Susan.

Charlie wasn’t a massive City fan, but as his local team were only in the Conference he never got to see them on the television and since he was living in Manchester, he had adopted City as his second team. The way he saw it, it was either City or United and there was no way he would be supporting United. He would always wait for Final Score to come on though, just so he could check on the progress of Leigh RMI.

He had finished his pint and he stood up and asked whether anyone wanted anything from the bar.

“No,” said Kev, “you’re all right. I’ve only just started this one.”

“Charlie man,” said Milko, “get us a packet of crisps would you?”

“Yeah, okay,” said Charlie as he turned and walked over to the bar.

When Charlie arrived back with his pint and the packet of crisps, his three friends were discussing the events of last night. Charlie would normally be worried that he had missed out on something, but with Simone’s phone number safely stashed away in his pocket he knew that if he had gone out with his crew then he would definitely have been missing out on something. His free hand reached into his back pocket just to confirm that it was still there and then he took his place at the table.

“So, what did you lot get up to last night?” asked Charlie.

“Just the usual. ‘Ere you know big Steve?” asked Milko.

“Little Steve’s mate? Yeah, I know him,” replied Charlie.

“Yeah, well I’m not exactly sure what, but The Grape’s upset him about summat or other. Big Steve reckons he’s going to ring The Grape’s neck if he sees him again,” explained Milko.

“Doesn’t surprise me in the slightest. Any idea what the fuck The Grape’s done this time?”

“Little Steve said he were going to try and turn up for the match, but that he’d probably only make it for the second half,” said Kev. “You could ask him, but it’s probably just the standard shit that the fucker always pulls off.”

They finished their drinks and got another round in just before the game kicked off. As the game played their talk turned to short comments about how certain players were performing, about what should have been done with the chances created, etc. Just before the first half finished, Little Steve turned up and joined them at the table. After the first half had finished, they began to question Little Steve about exactly why Big Steve wanted to throttle The Grape.

“Well,” began Steve, “basically Steve wants The Grape dead, because The Grape is a cock. They’d both had the day off yesterday so they were meeting up for a spot of afternoon drinking, but The Grape had been out the night before and had done something, Christ knows what, and had ended up receiving some sort of death threat from that girl he’s been seeing.”

“Jesus,” said Susan.

“Anyway,” Steve continued, “The Grape knows that Steve’s got a day off so he rings him in the morning to arrange to meet up in the afternoon, but he’s hung over to fuck and not reet happy about these threats. Steve goes down to meet him in the pub, waits for about half an hour so he rings him up to see where he is and ends up getting a torrent of filthy verbal abuse down the ‘phone. I mean, what the fuck?”

“Looks like The Grape has excelled himself yet again,” said Milko, finishing off his pint. “Anyone need anything from the bar?”

The five friends enjoyed another drink as they watched the second half of the game. Towards the end, it was obvious that Manchester City would be winning the game and so they had begun to comment on other things besides what was happening in the game. After the match had finished, Kev had noticed that Charlie was distracted and had appeared not to even be watching the game at points, his mind seemingly elsewhere.

“What the fuck’s up with you?” asked Kev.

“What?” said Charlie. “Nowt.”

“Don’t give me nowt son, there’s summat on your mind. Come on man, spill the beans.”

“I reckon it’s a girl,” said Susan. “Is it a girl Charlie?”

Charlie blushed slightly and his friends ‘woo’ing increased his embarrassment factor substantially.

“So come on then,” said Milko. “What’s her name?”

“Her name’s Simone, I met her last night at a party.”

“So that’s why he weren’t out last night,” said Milko. “Doesn’t want us lot to meet his new bird.”

“It wasn’t like that, you cunt,” said Charlie, slightly agitated. “I only met her last night. I didn’t know she were going to be there.”

“So have you shagged her yet?” asked Steve.

“Steve,” said Susan, “you’re so sensitive.”

“I got her ‘phone number, but I haven’t given her a ring yet,” explained Charlie. “She’s just some bird, it’s not a big deal.”

Charlie finished off his pint and headed for the toilet. He hoped that the subject would change whilst he was gone as he hated the interrogation he got whenever he mentioned someone female. He knew that the last thing he had said wasn’t strictly true: Simone wasn’t just some bird. Charlie had fallen for her in a big way. He also thought that Kev might have picked up on this although he was pretty sure that the others hadn’t and if Kev had then he wouldn’t mention anything to embarrass him in front of the others.

When Charlie arrived back at the table, Milko and Susan were just leaving as they wanted to get up to town to get a few things before all the shops shut for the day. The television had been switched over to the BBC for Final Score and Charlie sat down eager to hear the result of the Leigh game. 

Steve went to the bar to get a round in and Kev said to him, “So who’s this bird then?”

“She’s a Doctor of Archaeology, based at Durham. She’s very cute. I like her a lot. I’ll probably give her a ring tomorrow or something.”

“Sounds cool man, I hope it works out for you.”

Steve arrived back. Leigh had lost.

After they had had their final pints the three of them said goodbye to each other and arranged to meet later that evening. As Charlie walked back to his flat he realised that the meeting with his friends could have gone worse, and that he was quite lucky to have a mate like Kev. He passed a newsagents which was closed. The shop had its shutters down and Charlie noticed as he walked passed, the letters ‘BL’ spray painted on the shutters and he got a strange feeling that something, somewhere wasn’t at all right.
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…Out Of The Ground

The morning sun beat down as dust devils swirled playfully around each other. A strange ominous silence pervaded the barren Californian landscape, as if the very land itself was waiting for something to happen. The only time this silence was broken was when occasionally a bird would cry out before nervously fluttering away.

After the events of the previous day, the desert had reclaimed its serenity. Indeed, had you crossed this very area, you would be completely unaware that anything resembling what had happened here could have possibly taken place. The wind was tracing delicate patterns in the sand. The atmosphere was of unchanging tranquillity, eternal peace.

The peace was about to be disturbed. Across the desert, along the road towards Daggett, three large trucks approached. The truck in front turned and drove over the fence and into the desert. The other two trucks followed it and the three of them drove steadily across the desert towards the scene where the horrific incidents of the previous day had been played out.

As the first truck pulled to a halt, the passenger side door opened and there was Hugo with a hammer in his hand, but this was not the same Hugo of yesterday. Although physically he appeared the same, there was something about his composure, his posture that was unrecognisable. Hugo had changed. Whether he was still in some sort of shock about what had happened to his friend or whether it was his encounter with the lizards, there was something subtly different about the man.

He stepped forth and strode out across the desert floor as the other trucks also pulled to a halt, and then he beckoned with his arms for the others to follow him. Five men in overalls exited the trucks carrying spades and they followed Hugo to where he had discovered the buried object.

Hugo threw a roll of string to one of the workers and then took a small wooden stake out of his pocket and hammered it into the ground. He then walked a few yards away, took out another stake and hammered this into the ground as the worker wrapped string round the stake and followed Hugo to the next one.

After two more stakes, Hugo and the worker had indicated a rectangular area marked with the string. Hugo turned to address the others.

“I want you to dig a pit six feet deep around the edge of this string,” he said authoritatively. “Do not, under any circumstances, dig on the other side of the string.”

The workers began to dig, and this was no easy task in the baking sunlight. It took around two hours, and as the work was almost completed Hugo signalled to two of the workers and said, “You two: prepare the casket.” The two workers obliged and went to the third of the three trucks. They pulled out a large wooden box with the roped that were attached to it and dragged it across the desert floor until it was on the far side of the rectangular area.

When the pit was complete, the workers went to the second truck and pulled out three pieces of thick hollow plastic tubing and carried them over to the pit. Three of the workers got down into the pit and pushed the tubing into the sand at the bottom of the pit, with the other two and Hugo steadily feeding the tubing down into the pit.

This was slow progress, but eventually Hugo went around the area and jumped down into the other side of the pit. The other two workers followed Hugo’s lead and patiently waited for the tubes to come out of the other side of the area. Once this had happened, one of the workers went back to the second truck and returned with some sort of industrial vacuuming device, which he used to suck the sand from the inside of the hollow tubes.

When this was completed, three lengths of this heavy rope were pushed down each of the plastic tubes and laid out on the floor. Everything was prepared to haul the object out of the desert floor. Hugo allowed his men some water before the task of lifting the object began, although he took none himself.

Three men on each side of the area and three men on the other, the men picked up their side of the ropes. “On the count of three,” shouted Hugo. “One, two, THREE!” and the men began to heave. With the weight of the sand, this was no easy task and the men grunted and groaned as they heaved with all their strength. 

Slowly but surely, the sand on top of the object began to slide off into the pit, and a large black container came into view. The work gradually became easier as the object freed itself from its sand filled prison. Eventually, the object was out and the men carried it slowly towards the casket that had been prepared for it. Once it was inside the casket, Hugo order for the casket to be sealed.

Once the top had been nailed onto the wooden casket, the six men hauled it back across the desert floor and loaded it back into the third of the trucks. Their work completed, the men felt quite proud of theirselves.

“Now gentlemen,” began Hugo, “I would like to thank you for your effort and congratulate you on a job well done. You could not even begin to estimate the importance of what we have achieved here today.”

Some of the workers grinned at each other.

“In fact,” Hugo continued, “I think that this task has been carried out so well, that in addition to the wages I have promised you, I believe you all deserve a bonus for your fine work this day.”

The workers clapped and one of them whooped.

“Although you will be collecting your wages back at the office, I would like to give you this bonus right now.”

As Hugo spoke these last words he pulled a gun from his pocket and shot the worker furthest to his left in the face. Before anyone could realise what was happening, he shot the second worker’s face off as well. Terror had gripped the men and they turned to run, but Hugo had managed to shoot the third one before they could move. As they turned Hugo shot the fourth of the workers in the back of the head, as the fifth one ran behind one of the trucks.

The worker crouched behind the truck, fearing for his life. If he could make it into one of the trucks, he thought, he could maybe get away from this total fucking lunatic. He darted towards the driver’s side of the next truck, threw open the door and climbed in. He slammed the door and then nervously locked it, and then locked the passenger side. The keys were in the ignition. He was going to make it. 

He started the engine up and then heard a click to his left. Slowly turning around he saw that Hugo was somehow sat beside him in the passenger’s seat and had a gun pointing directly at his head.

Hugo shook his head, tutting. “You didn’t really think you would get away with it did you?” asked Hugo somewhat rhetorically. The worker replied by soiling himself. “You stupid fucking idiot,” said Hugo as he pulled the trigger.

Hugo got out of the truck and entered the one containing the casket. He fished a mobile telephone out of his pocket and dialled a number.

“The container is out of the ground and ready for delivery,” said Hugo into the telephone. After listening to the reply, Hugo hung up the call and put the telephone back in his pocket. From a different pocket he pulled out a pair of sunglasses which he put on, turned the radio on, and drove away from the horrific scene he had left behind to the tune of Steppenwolf’s Born To Be Wild.
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A Phone Call

Charlie was sat at home, eating a bowl of chilli and watching Blind Date. As he dipped a tortilla chip into his bowl he was thinking about going on a date of his own. I could ring her tonight and see if she wants to go out, he thought, but then I only saw her last night. It doesn’t have to be a ‘date’ date, he thought, I could just invite her out with me and my mates. But that would be a cop out. And it was Saturday night and he should probably go down the pub with his mates rather than going on a date. Because she would probably be going out with her mates as well. Although she is pretty new in town. Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Charlie finished off his chilli and put the bowl in the kitchen sink. It’s Saturday night, I’m going out with me mates and that’s it. He decided that he had better get ready. He had another quick shower and a shave and went into his room to get changed. He gave himself a quick spray of deodorant, put on a splash of aftershave, grabbed his coat and set off to the pub.

He arrived at the pub at about half past eight. The pub was already starting to fill up with people out for a Saturday night drink.

Before starting his present course at University, Charlie had spent a few months travelling around Europe, and one of the things that shocked him, both abroad and upon his return to Manchester, was the difference in the attitudes of British and Europeans towards a night out.

When he first started travelling, Charlie treated his social life the same way that he had back in Britain: he would go out around seven or eightish and drink until everything closed, which in Europe was far later than in Britain. He soon learned that this was unwise, and started to meet up with people at around eight or nine for dinner, and probably would start drinking until maybe eleven o’clock.

When he made it back to Manchester, he observed the pub lifestyle from a more objective point of view. People would have to be drinking by nine o’clock, and if they wanted to be pissed they would have to start even earlier, maybe immediately after finishing college or work. And there would be a mad rush at the bar all night long which built up and up and got more and more hectic until the barman called last orders at eleven. And once everyone had the last drink, they would then sit there with it until they had been asked to leave a number of times.

It still sometimes humoured him to watch this in action, although if he had consumed enough alcohol then he would just blend back in to the mad, mad rush.

He looked around without seeing anyone he knew and went to the bar to order a drink. Once he had a pint of lager in his hand, he turned around to again survey the pub and saw The Grape walk in with a friend of his called Jeff. Shit, thought Charlie, and turned back around to face the bar.

Charlie didn’t really mind The Grape, but he couldn’t handle him on his own. The Grape had a tendency to do weird things after a few pints, as Big Steve had found out the previous afternoon. Charlie himself had been at the receiving end of one of The Grape’s ‘turns’ after suggesting that The Grape should go home as his mother was cooking him a Sunday dinner. The Grape had responded by storming halfway out of the pub, returning only to throw a poorly aimed lighter towards Charlie’s face. It’d be fine, thought Charlie, if someone else I knew were here, but if no-one else shows up, I can’t handle The Fucking Grape on my own.

Alas, Charlie had been spotted and The Grape walked over towards the bar.

“All reet Charlie?” said The Grape.

“Er,” said Charlie, “all right man, I didn’t see you there.”

“You know Jeff, don’t you Charlie?”

“Er, yeah, we’ve met before,” replied Charlie, shaking Jeff’s hand anyway. “Anyway,” he said addressing The Grape, “I don’t know how you dare show your face around here with the last stunt you pulled.”

“What are you on about?” asked The Grape looked surprised.

“The abuse you gave Big Dave when he asked you where you were yesterday afternoon.”

“Oh that,” said The Grape sighing.

“Well?” demanded Charlie.

“He knows I were only messing,” said The Grape and he turned to order drinks from the bar.

Charlie impatiently waited for The Grape and Jeff to be equipped with pints and then they claimed on of the large tables at the back of the pub.

“Anyway,” said Charlie, “he’s ready to kick you in. You’d better hope that he isn’t in here tonight.”

“You’re not still on about that are you,” said The Grape and he sighed into his pint. Jeff smirked.

The three of them sat there in silence, Charlie with a blank expression on his face, The Grape occasionally sighing and Jeff smirking, until to Charlie’s relief, Milko and Little Steve showed up. Thank Christ for that, thought Charlie as he walked over to join them at the bar.

“My round lads,” said Charlie, “what’re yous having?”

“That’s very kind of you Charlie lad,” said Milko. “I’ll have a pint.”

“Yeah, me too,” added Steve.

Once Charlie had got the pints in, they walked back over to the table to join The Grape. Jeff had left.

“Where’s Jeff gone?” asked Charlie.

“He’s gone to meet his bird. He said he might be coming back later,” The Grape replied.

“If I were you,” said Steve, “I wouldn’t be here when Steve shows up.”

“Why not?” asked The Grape obliviously.

 “Steve, it’s not even worth talking to the cunt,” said Milko. “He doesn’t think he’s done anything wrong, do you?”

The Grape shook his head and slowly said, “I han’t.”

“See what I mean,” continued Milko. “It’s fucking pointless.”

The Grape sighed, finished his pint and made his way to the bar.

Meanwhile, Big Steve had walked into the pub. He saw Milko, Steve and Charlie sat at the table and walked over to join them.

“All right lads?” inquired Big Steve. 

There wasn’t really much difference in height between Little Steve and Big Steve, maybe a couple of inches in height and Big Steve was slightly more heavily built, but Charlie and Milko had met them both through The Grape and that was how he had introduced them and the names had somehow stuck.

“All right Steve,” replied the rest of them.

“The Fucking Grape’s not here is he?” asked Big Steve.

“Yeah,” said Little Steve, “he’s at the bar. If you hurry up you might be able to catch him before he gets served.”

“Catch him? I’ll ring the scrawny cunt’s fucking neck!” said Big Steve as he stormed across towards the bar.

“Heh, heh,” laughed Milko. “I wouldn’t want to be in The Grape’s shoes right now.”

A couple of minutes later, Big Steve and The Grape returned from the bar with pints, to everyone’s astonishment (and disappointment).

“What’s went off?” asked Charlie, blinking.

“He bought us a pint,” explained Big Steve.

“And that’s it?” asked Milko.

“Yeah,” said Big Steve and looked over at The Grape. “Could you really kick him in?”

“Yes,” answered Milko, walking off to the toilets.

As the lads talked about football and women and about how their weeks had been and about where, if anywhere, they were going on holiday that year, and what they were going to do after last orders had been called, Charlie just sat there, unable to find anything interesting in what they were saying. It was the conversations that he’d been having with the same people every Friday and Saturday night since he could remember and he was bored. He needed something different in his life. He was thinking about Simone.

“What is up wi’ you, you miserable cunt?” asked Milko.

“Leave it out Milko,” said Kev.

“Yeah, but he was like this this afternoon. What’s up with you?”

“I’m sorry lads,” replied Charlie. “I’m just not really in the mood tonight. I think I’m going to go after this pint.”

“What, really?” asked Little Steve.

“Yeah,” said Charlie finishing it off.

“Really, really?” asked Little Steve.

“For fuck’s sake,” said Charlie and turning to Little Steve shouted, “YES!” He put down his empty pint glass on the table and walked towards the exit.

“What the fuck’s up with him?” asked Little Steve.

“He’ll be all right,” said Kev. “I think he got a bit pissed at some party last night. He’ll be all right tomorrow.”

“Shit,” said The Grape almost inaudibly and sighed into his pint glass.

Charlie walked home. He was upset. He thought he had been too harsh on Little Steve and probably should have taken out his anxiety on The Grape instead. He walked past a telephone box with the letters ‘BL’ spray painted on one of the windows but failed to take any real notice of it. His mind was elsewhere. He arrived back at his flat, undressed and went to bed. He didn’t know what to do with Simone and he felt pretty embarrassed about his earlier antics in the pub. A good night’s sleep was what he needed. It wasn’t what he got.

He lay there tossing and turning and generally unable to sleep, until a short while after his third wank of the evening he managed to eventually drift off. Even though he had managed to sleep, his sleep was plagued by horrible nightmares akin to the one he had the previous night.

This time the room consisted solely of an armchair, a small table and the television set. Charlie was sat in the armchair and the television was showed footage of some sort of archaeological dig with several people attempting to lift something out of the ground. 

A short man burst through the doorway and crashed onto the floor. He was reaching for the table and screaming the same thing over and over again in a language Charlie didn’t understand but which sounded like German or possibly Dutch. As Charlie looked at him he noticed a familiar man stood next to him.

“Aren’t you going to help him, for Christ’s sake?” screamed Charlie.

“Oh,” said the man in an American accent, “I can help him all right. But then who’s going to help you, son?” and which that the American man began to kick the German man, who was screaming at him, presumably to stop. The whole scene was penetrated by a loud sound, not music but made of musical instruments.

Charlie spun around to see a stage, upon which the band from his previous dream were smashing their instruments up creating a terrifying noise which was causing the room to vibrate. Abruptly, the sound ceased, and Charlie could see a girl which he somehow knew to be Simone stood on the stage alone. She was singing:

“What's it all about, Charlie?

Is it just for the moment we live?

What's it all about when you sort it out, Charlie?

Are we meant to take more than we give or are we meant to be kind?”

A cacophony of hideous laughter made him quickly turn around and there were stood in front of him about a foot away, three men in hoods laughing violently. He turned back around to look for help, but the stage had vanished and when he turned back around there was no-one there. The television was not switched on.

Charlie leaned forward and took his packet of cigarettes off the table and noticed his disgust that they were wet and as such unsmokable. He turned to the window and said, “Milko, what’s happened to me fags?” Milko, who was stood by the window stated that he didn’t know. He looked back towards the television and shouted, “Kev, what’s happened to me fags?” Kev shook his head and shrugged his shoulders. Finally Charlie turned to his right to see The Grape at the side of the armchair. “What’s happened to me fucking fags?” he screamed at The Grape who said that he didn’t know. His irritation boiled over into anger and he shouted at the top of his voice, “God, I CAN’T HAVE -”

“- OOWWT!” he woke up screaming. 

Charlie looked at his watch and it was five past ten. Feeling like a nobhead he was glad that at the very least there was no-one there to hear how much of a bell end he was. The bed was soaked in sweat and he decided to have some breakfast. He dragged himself out of bed, threw on his dressing gown and made his way into the kitchen.

Charlie opened the fridge and couldn’t find anything that interested him so he returned to his bedroom and got quickly dressed. Checking in the bathroom mirror that his hair wasn’t in too much of a state, he left the flat and headed down the road to supermarket. He picked up some sausages, bacon, mushrooms, baked beans and some more eggs just to be on the safe side. He also purchased a couple of newspapers and some more cigarettes. Fry-up and the Sunday papers, thought Charlie. A perfect way to spend a Sunday morning.

When he got back home, Charlie eagerly headed for the kitchen, pausing momentarily in the lounge to throw the newspapers onto the table in the lounge, gave the frying pan he had used for his eggs the day before a quick wash, wiped it dry, poured some oil into it and put it on the heat. He put a small saucepan on the stove as well and poured his tin of baked beans into it.

When the oil was hot enough he added the sausages, then the bacon and then finally the mushrooms to the frying pan. When they had cooked, he lifted them out of the oil and onto a plate, gave the beans a quick stir and put a couple of eggs in the pan. While the eggs were cooking Charlie put a couple of slices of bread in the toaster. 

He stirred the beans again, flipped the eggs over and removed the bread from the toaster when it had finished and buttered the slices. He slid the eggs out onto the plate and poured on the hot beans. Adding some HP sauce, he then carried this grand meal into the lounge and put in on the table, arranging one of the newspapers so he could read the front page as he ate.

He felt a lot better after his breakfast and, after smoking a quick cigarette afterwards, a lot calmer than he had been when he stormed out of the pub the previous evening. Thinking about it though, Charlie realised that maybe he was right to have a go at Little Steve in the pub.

Every time Charlie, for what ever reason, was having a Coke instead of a beer, or was leaving the pub early to go home, people would assume that there was something wrong, and nine times out of ten it would be Little Steve who pointed this out. So fuck it, thought Charlie and carried on reading the papers.

After a bit of a read, he turned on the telly and tried, but failed, to find something to occupy him until the Eastenders omnibus began an hour later. To pass time he attempted the crossword in one of the papers but was didn’t manage to get anywhere with that. He went into his bedroom and picked up a book he’d been reading on and off for the last couple of months. It took him ten minutes to find out where he had last read up to, and then after five minutes of reading he decided he couldn’t be bothered with that either. “Where’s My Helmet?” he said. “Don’t know why I bought the fucking thing.”

Eventually he decided that he would stop avoiding the issue. He walked into the hallway and picked up the telephone. He fished the piece of paper with Simone’s number on it out of his back pocket and dialled. After a couple of rings, Simone picked up the telephone at the other end.

“Hello,” she said.

“Hi,” said Charlie. “It’s Charlie. From the party. The other night.”

“Yeah,” she said, “how’s it going?”

“Er, yeah, cool. Listen, I was wondering whether you’d like to come out with me tonight -”

“Yeah, sure that’d be cool,” said Simone.

“- I mean I understand if you’ve got something else on, but -”

“Charlie, I said yes.”

“Oh, er, cool. All right, I’ll meet you at Café Fifteen on Deansgate.”

“I don’t think I know that one.”

“It’s about halfway down, it’s spelt with Roman numerals, er, XV.”

“Okay, I’ll find it. I’ll see you down there at about half past seven.”

“All right, see you down there,” said Charlie.

Putting down the telephone, Charlie was completely unable to suppress an absolutely massive grin.
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Khmer Lézard

The plane arrived at Siĕmréab airport and the archaeology team lead by Doctor Monroe from the University of Durham disembarked and entered the airport. The team had flown over after one of Doctor Monroe’s colleagues had got news to him of a potential new kiln site a few miles to the northwest of Angkor Thom. With him there were three other archaeology students from the same University, Sid Neck, Sandy Williamson and Graeme Balls.

After they had cleared immigration and customs, they were met at arrivals by their guides for this expedition, Yos Son and Him Sen from APSARA who were the body responsible for management of the heritage of the Angkor region of Cambodia. The two Cambodians had a very good grasp of English and warmly greeted their guests.

The airport wasn’t situated far from the site itself so they had booked into one of the hotels by the airport. They were to get the airport shuttle to the hotel and meet back up with the guides the next morning as soon as it had become light. The guides took their leave and went off in the direction of the carpark, and the four archaeologists went outside and waited for the shuttle.

“I can’t believe we’re actually here,” said Sandy. “Cambodia’s one of them places that I’ve always wanted to go to.”

“I know what you mean,” said Sid. “I hope there’s time after the investigation to check out some of the Angkor temples.” He looked hopefully at the doctor.

“I see no reason why that shouldn’t be possible. We have a week here and we don’t even know if we’re going to find anything at the site. And if we don’t, you will have all the time in the world to explore the area. And, even with we do, you should still be left with a day or so to look around.”

“Ah great man,” said Graeme, running around in little circles. “I cannot wait for that man.”

The shuttle arrived and took them to the hotel. On the way they decided who would be sharing with who. Doctor Monroe suggested that Sandy decide who she would be sharing with the reason being that she was the only female on the trip, however the real reason was that no-one really wanted to share with Graeme. Sandy stated that she would share with the doctor, which was what the doctor was hoping for. Anyone but Graeme, he was thinking.

“Great man,” said Graeme. “Me and Sid yeah? Oh, we’re going to have a great time man. I cannot wait, me.”

Sid stared at the floor for the remainder of the journey and they eventually arrived at the hotel. After they had checked in they went up to their rooms, freshened up and then met in the hotel restaurant.

After they had had a modest evening meal, they decided to move to the bar for a quick drink before bedtime. The time difference made it seem much later than it actually was however they were all filled with excitement and apprehension, especially Graeme who was positively hyperactive, and a drink before bedtime would hopefully calm them down enough for them to get a reasonable night’s sleep.

“Ah man,” said Graeme sipping on a beer, “I cannot wait for to see all them temples and that man.”

“Well, first things first,” said the doctor, calmly. “We have to go to the new site first and to a survey and maybe a bit of digging.”

“Aye, aye,” said Graeme. “I cannot wait to do a bit digging mind.”

Sid and Sandy looked at each other and decided not to get involved.

The doctor attempted to change the subject. “I’m giving a lecture at the University of Newcastle in a couple of months on Cambodian archaeology and I’ll hopefully be discussing our findings. Would any of you like to attend?”

“I’ll try to make it doctor,” said Sid.

“Please,” said the doctor. “Call me Bill.”

“I’ll be there as well Bill,” said Sandy.

“I’m already fuckin’ there man,” said Graeme and he turned and ordered another beer from the bar.

After they had had a couple of drinks, they headed up to their respective rooms to get some sleep before what would probably be a long day ahead of them. Sandy and the doctor managed to drift off almost as soon as hitting their beds, but Sid was kept awake by the constant chatter of Graeme. At one point, Sid had turned around and shouted, “shut it, Balls!” but this didn’t seem to have any effect on the sound coming out of Graeme’s mouth.

Eventually Sid managed to get off to sleep, but he was dreaming that he was fixed up in a Hannibal Lecter style cage wearing a straight jacket and a mouth guard whilst Graeme was spewing mindless rubbish into his face and he was powerless to do anything about it.

Sid awoke suddenly to the sound of the telephone ringing. He got out of bed. Graeme was sprawled out snoring loudly. Sid answered the telephone. It was the doctor informing him that it was time to get up. He said that he understood and hung up and then shook Graeme semi-violently and said, “Come on dick head, it’s time to get up.” Graeme opened his eyes and said, “Great man, I cannot wait,” before rolling over and muttering into his pillow.

Sid had a shower and got dressed and then went over to the window and threw open the curtains to illuminate the room in the soft orangey light of dawn. “Get up,” he said, giving Graeme another shake. 

“What, what, what?” said Graeme waking again. 

“I’m going downstairs to have breakfast with the others.”

“Yeah man, I’m up.”

Sid went downstairs and met the other two in the foyer and proceeded to the restaurant for a continental breakfast.

“Where’s Graeme?” asked Sandy.

“Please don’t talk to me about Graeme,” said Sid. “I’ve woken him up twice, if he misses breakfast that’s his look out.”

“Fair enough,” said Sandy.

They had a breakfast and then the three of them went back upstairs to Sid and Graeme’s room to wake him up. Entering the room they saw that Graeme was not in his bed.

“We must have missed him,” said Bill. “He must be having breakfast. Let’s go down and see if we can find him.”

“Morning everyone,” said Graeme as he emerged from the bathroom, still sleepy eyed and bollock naked.

“Oh Jesus,” said Sandy looking away.

“Come on Sandy,” said Bill noticing her disgust and taking her by the hand led her out of the room.

“For fuck’s sake Graeme,” said Sid, as Graeme rummaged in his bag for clothes pointing his arse almost directly at Sid.

“Oh, I’m sorry man,” said Graeme. “I know I’m a bit late like, but you could have woken us up.”

Sid sighed. “I give up,” he said, “just hurry up, we’re meeting our guides downstairs in ten minutes.”

“What about breakfast,” enquired a naked Graeme turning round to face Sid.

Eventually Graeme was ready and the four archaeologists headed back down to the hotel foyer to meet their guides.

“We can discuss our routes on the way,” said Yos Son, “or we could discuss them here over coffee. I would prefer this as this is a little early for me also.”

“Yes,” said Bill nodding, “we could all do with waking up a bit more and it will give Graeme a chance to get something to eat.”

“Aye, sounds good to me man,” said Graeme, jumping up and down.

The potential kiln site had been discovered by minesweepers who were clearing the path for a new road that as being built northwards. They could head north by car as far as the road would take them, but the road came to an end and there was merely a trail through the jungle which they would have to follow on foot.

After drinking several strong coffees and getting to know each other a little better, they proceeded to the hotel car park and they all got into a pair of 4x4 cars. Sid had once again been landed with Graeme, but noted with pleasant surprise that Him Sen appeared to actually like Graeme. Bill and Sandy travelled in the other vehicle with Yos Son.

The drive from the airport took them just over half an hour until eventually the road became less and less usable until the road itself came to an end. The team got out of the cars and loaded themselves up with their archaeological equipment. With the two guides leading the way, they proceeded on their trek through the jungle.

The landscape was so tremendous that even Graeme was lost for words. Ahead of them and behind them they could see only the path, to either side there was thick vegetation that was impossible to see though. The trek was long and the trees all around trapped the heat, making everything humid. Unused to the heat, the team from Durham had to stop frequently to take a drink of water.

After about half an hour they reached the site. The trail was slightly wider forming a sort of clearing, and there was a mound in the centre.

“We’ll take a break here for fifteen minutes and then we’ll start working,” said Bill sitting himself down and having a drink of water. The others said that they thought this was a good idea and sat their selves down as well.

After a rest they commenced with the dig. Bill instructed them to dig around the mound so as not to disturb it, to dig carefully and to stop if they sensed any change in the earth they were digging. The two guides returned to the cars to wait and after the team had been digging for an hour they returned to check on the progress. A pit had been dug around the mound and the team were carefully using their trowels on the inner wall of the pit to locate the boundary of the mound.

“How does it go?” asked Yos Son.

“It’s going pretty well,” said Bill, “but we haven’t found the edge of the mound yet.”

“We are going back to the car. We will come back in a while.

After another forty minutes of careful work with the trowels, they still had not discovered the edge of mound.

“Bill, man,” said Graeme, “come here.”

The doctor walked quickly over in anticipation of what Graeme had unearthed.

“Look man,” said Graeme, “I’ve digged reet up to the edge and I cannot find anything. But look at this man.”

Graeme had actually dug directly under the mound and there was nothing there.

“It’s just fucking this,” he said motioning at the top of the mound. “That’s all there is.”

“Okay Graeme, thanks.” Bill turned around to address the others. “There’s nothing here people. Let’s call it off.”

“Okay Bill,” said Sandy dropping her spade and taking a drink of water.

“Bill,” shouted Sid. “I’ve found something.”

Bill walked over and saw that Sid had uncovered some sort of black metal object lodged in the ground.

“Everyone, over here,” commanded Bill, “concentrate on uncovering this object, but don’t disturb it.”

After twenty minutes work, the top of the object had been uncovered. It was some sort of large object made of a black metal. The team stood around it in silence, looking at the object with sheer astonishment, as the guides returned to check on progress.

“Fuck my bare arse,” exclaimed Graeme.

“Aye, man” said Him Sen as Graeme turned around to look at him with a puzzled expression on his face. “Fuck my bare arse is aboot reet,” said the guide as he pushed Graeme forward towards the object. Graeme lost balance and fell towards the object, but instead of falling onto the object, he fell through it, into it.

The others looked on in horrified amazement as Graeme re-emerged covered in some sort of black dirt. As Bill looked he saw that the dirt was moving and he felt physically sick as he noticed with horror that the ‘dirt’ was in fact hundreds of tiny lizards. Yos Son had similarly thrown Sid into the object and Him Sen struggled with Sandy before eventually throwing her in as well. 

Rather then turning and running, Bill just stood there paralysed with fear as he looked at the archaeologists and the lizards that covered them. The two guides had him by his arms and he turned to Yos Son and said, “l-lizards.” The guides looked at each other and threw the doctor in to join his team.
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The Big Date

Over the past half hour, Charlie’s post telephone call euphoria had turned into nervous anxiety. He was going on a date, which was his first for a long time which made him nervous without the added complication that it was Simone that he was going on a date with, a girl he had only seen twice and only actually met once, but who had invaded his senses to the extent that it was largely impossible for him to think of anything else.

Charlie looked at his watch. It was two o’clock and he was missing the Eastenders omnibus. Fuck Eastenders, he thought, I need a drink. He put his coat back on, picked up a newspaper and went to the pub around the corner from his house. Although he didn’t like the place very much, it sold beer and that was all he was after. That pub also had the added bonus which was that he was very unlikely to meet any of his friends down there.

He entered the pub, bought a pint of lager and sat down at a table on his own and began to read his paper. No matter how hard he tried he couldn’t concentrate on the words. The pint will help, he thought and took a drink of it. He also lit up a cigarette and tried again with the paper. He still wasn’t having any luck, he could read the words but nothing was sinking in, his mind was far too preoccupied.

A hand pulled the newspaper down and Charlie looked up to see the familiar, if presently unwanted, face of Dennis.

“Hello Charlie,” said Dennis.

“All right Dennis,” said Charlie.

“What are you doing sat here by yourself?” asked Dennis.

“Trying to read me paper,” said Charlie, slightly angrily.

“Okay” said Dennis. Charlie put the paper back up to his face as Dennis said, “I’ll just get myself a pint and I’ll come and join you.”

Charlie sighed, folded his paper and placed it on the table and muttered, “I’m never going to get any fucking peace.”

Shortly after, Dennis returned from the bar with two pints.

“I got you a pint,” said Dennis smiling, “I thought this might cheer you up a bit. You seem a little grumpy today. Is anything the matter?”

“No Dennis,” said Charlie. “I’m sorry. I’d just come down here for a bit of peace and quiet and a pint and because I could handle sitting round the house.”

“I’m sorry Charlie,” said Dennis standing up. “I’ll move.”

“No man,” said Charlie grabbing his arm. “Don’t worry your arse. Sit yourself down. I’m not really bothered.”

“Okay,” said Dennis sitting down and drinking some of his beer.

It was very quiet in the pub that Sunday afternoon, the breakfast crowd had mainly been and gone except for a few late starters and the football crowd had not yet arrived for the afternoon match. This was just what Charlie needed to clear his head and to calm his nerves a bit. He took a swig of his beer and a drag of his cigarette and asked Dennis, “So what are you up to this afternoon?”

Dennis took a drink of his beer and said, “I was just passing and I thought I’d pop in to see if there was anyone in here that I know. I can tell you want to be alone. I’ll be on my way after this pint.”

“Don’t worry about it man,” said Charlie. “I’m probably going to have another and then I’m going home myself.”

Charlie drained his first pint, extinguished his cigarette and then started on his second pint.

“So what are you doing later?” asked Dennis. “Are you going to be watching the football?”

“No man, I’m going to go home and get ready. I’ve got a date this afternoon.”

“Who with?” asked Dennis and then with realisation he asked, “Simone?”

“Yeah,” said Charlie looking sheepish.

“Well done,” said Dennis. “She’s a very attractive girl.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie taking a swig of his lager. “I noticed.”

The pair of them sat there and chatted for a while and had another pint and after that Charlie decided he was going to go home. The pub had filled up and the match had already kicked off. Normally Charlie would have stuck around and watched the game, but he had too much on his mind and besides as well as not really being the best of company, Dennis wasn’t really a football fan although Charlie was sure that he would have stuck around and watched it if he himself was staying.

Charlie picked up his newspaper and they left the pub and set off in separate directions. When he arrived back at his flat Charlie decided that he was going to have a quick ‘power kip’. Although he hadn’t drunk very much the previous evening, he hadn’t had a very good night’s sleep and needed a rest. He got undressed and got into bed, setting his alarm clock for an hour’s time.

Charlie found that if he slept for about an hour he would wake up feeling slightly groggy but refreshed. If it was longer, especially over two hours, he would feel absolutely terrible. He had a peaceful dreamless sleep for an hour and then the alarm clock woke him and he got up, grabbed a towel, went into the lounge to pick up the newspaper, and then proceeded to the bathroom where he sat down on the toilet to read the paper.

This time he managed to actually be able to read the newspaper which cheered him up a bit. He was like this to a certain extent before any major event: he would be nervous until a couple of hours beforehand and then he would experience a feeling of tranquillity right up until a few minutes before the event.

He sat there for about an hour reading the newspaper until his legs began to feel numb, and then he wiped his arse, put the newspaper down the side of the toilet and switched on the shower. When it was hot enough he got in and began to wash his hair.

He decided that he would meet Simone in the pub and then suggest going to a restaurant and if things were going well he could take her for another couple of drinks after. He knew a nice cosy restaurant a short walk up Deansgate from the bar he was to meet her at which was run by an old Italian gentlemen and his family. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about, thought Charlie as he soaped up his balls, this evening is going to go absolutely brilliantly.

He finished showering and dried himself off and began the shaving ritual. First he applied a facial scrub to soften the beard and then applied some shaving cream. He ran a hot tap into the sink and meticulously began to shave. When the job was complete he splashed cold water across his face and applied a moisturiser. He put on a bit of aftershave and then went into his bedroom to get dressed.

He threw his towel on the floor and looked at his watch. It was quarter past six. He decided that was enough time to have a quick one off the wrist. On the off-chance that he did manage to get lucky afterwards, he didn’t want to go off in his pants. He reached under his bed for a niff mag and opened it at a random page and started pumping away. 

Once finished, Charlie hunted around for something to wear. It took him a while but he eventually settled on a pair of light coloured trousers which would match the jacket he intended to wear, and a black roll neck jumper. After he had got dressed Charlie put on his jacket and went to the bus stop.

He didn’t have to wait long for a bus, but the trip into town took nearly half an hour. Charlie’s nerves had begun to catch up with his again and he was checking his watch every couple of minutes, even though he had given himself plenty of time. Shit, he thought, here goes nowt.

He got off the bus in town and walked across town to Deansgate. He walked down Deansgate and into Café Fifteen. It was a few minutes after seven. He was early. He got a pint of lager at the bar and sat down at a table near the entrance so he could see Simone if she came in.

It only took him a few minutes to drink the pint. He didn’t take long over a drink if he was on his own anyway, as he felt conscientious sitting alone in a bar, and this combined with his nerves meant he finished the drink in the space of a few minutes. He went to the bar and got another pint, and sat back down. Calm yourself you tit, he thought. The worst thing you can do is get hammered.

He began to chain-smoke cigarettes instead.

After his third cigarette, Simone walked through the door looking around for him. She was wearing an elegant black dress which when contrasted with her blonde hair made her look more beautiful than Charlie already thought she was. He attempted to look cool and did a small wave of his hand, knocking his lighter onto the floor in the process. When he had retrieved it and was back in an upright position, Simone was sat opposite him smiling.

“I’m going to the bar,” she announced. “Do you want anything?”

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “A lager would be nice.”

When she returned they talked and laughed for a while and Charlie’s concerns became less and less as the evening went on. At around nine o’clock, Charlie suggested that they head off to the restaurant and Simone said that she thought that was a wonderful idea and they headed off up the Deansgate.

The restaurant was not very busy and the waiter showed them to their table. They sat and chatted for a while without paying too much attention to the menu. When the waiter returned they ordered a bottle of the house red and said they needed more time to decide.

“Okay,” said Simone taking a sip of wine. “I really think we should think about ordering something.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie perusing the menu. I think I’m going to have the carpaccio.”

“Oh that sounds nice,” said Simone looking at her menu. “I think I’m going to go with the chicken salad. That sounds nice as well.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “And I think I’m going to have the steak, or should I have the lamb shank?”

Simone sniggered and said, “I think you should have the steak. I’m going to have the fish.”

“Cool,” said Charlie as the waiter returned.

They placed their orders with the waiter and returned to their conversation, about what they had been doing for the past couple of years and what they liked to do outside of academic life. The starters arrived and by now they were both quite hungry. Charlie hadn’t eaten since breakfast as his nerves were shot to buggery. The food was tremendous.

After they had eaten they resumed conversation and had begun flattering each other and flirting a bit and Charlie was beginning to get the impression that they might even be seeing each other again at some point next week. The main course arrived and they began to eat it. It had been prepared to perfection and neither of them hardly said a word during the meal.

When the main course was finished the waiter returned to ask them whether either of them would like a sweet.

“I can’t eat another thing,” said Charlie. “Could I have a coffee please?”

“Of course,” said the waiter.

“Yes, that sounds good. Could I have a coffee as well?” asked Simone.

“Two coffees?” confirmed the waiter. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Over coffee they laughed and looked at each other and decided that they would go back to Fifteen for another drink. Simone refused to let Charlie pay for dinner and insisted on paying half herself. Once the bill was settled they headed off back to the bar.

The bar was now a lot busier than when they had been there before and as it was just before half ten they realised that they had better get some drinks ordered. There was nowhere to sit down, but there was a high table free where they could stand and rest their drinks.

After they had finished their drinks, Simone said, “Listen Charlie. I don’t have to start working tomorrow until the afternoon. Is there anywhere else we could go?”

“On a Sunday?” asked Charlie. “Hmm, I think Fantastic Dave’s might be open until one o’clock. I suppose I can miss my morning lecture and go in in the afternoon.”

“Cool, but I don’t want to get you into any trouble.”

“I can handle it,” said Charlie smoothly. Simone laughed.

“Will they have music?” asked Simone.

“Oh yes,” said Charlie.

“And dancing?”

“Definitely,” replied Charlie.

“Then what are we waiting for,” she said taking him by the hand, “Let’s go!”

Charlie barely had enough time to put his glass back down on the table before he was led out of the pub and out onto the street. He hailed down a passing cab and asked the driver to take them to Fantastic Dave’s.

Fantastic Dave’s was everything it’s name implied and exactly the sort of place you would imagine being open until one o’clock on a Sunday night. It was gaudy and plastic, the music was pure cheese beyond description and the drinks were cheap and nasty. The clientele was comprised of people who hadn’t drank enough that evening, people from the rougher sides of town, people who hadn’t pulled that weekend and were taking one final shot and students. 

Charlie felt at home. Simone looked as though she felt the same, although it may have been, Charlie thought, that she has never ever been to a place like this before. Which was more likely to be the case. They got some drinks from the bar and found a quiet corner where they could sit and talk for a bit longer.

After a while, Simone said, “Listen, we came here to dance -”

“I thought we came here to drink,” interrupted Charlie.

Laughing Simone continued, “Well, I’m going to whether you want to or not,” and stood up.

Charlie reluctantly stood up and led her onto the dance floor. Charlie enjoyed a dance although he hadn’t been to a club since his and his friends money started running out and he had never been very good at dancing with women, however with Simone it was different. They both seemed to find it easy to follow each other’s natural rhythms and were dancing like they had known each other for years.

“Simone,” began Charlie, “I, er -”

“Ssh” said Simone, pulling him forwards and kissing him sensuously on the lips. They stood there like that for a few seconds and when they broke, “Wow,” was all that Charlie could muster. Simone smiled at him and they danced some more.

They were kissing when the music stopped and the lights came on, they were kissing when the bouncers told them to “break it up people, haven’t yous got homes to go to” and they were kissing whilst they were stood outside waiting for a taxi. They bundled into the taxi and the taxi driver asked “Where to?”

“Where do you need to go?” asked Charlie.

“Wherever you’re going,” replied Simone putting her arms around him.

Charlie gave him address to the taxi driver and as Simone was kissing his face he added, “yeah, and can you stop off at the twenty-four our garage on the way.”

Simone merely smiled and produced a box of condoms from her bag.

“Er, forget that mate,” said Charlie to the driver.

The taxi eventually pulled up at Charlie’s flat and Charlie quickly paid the driver and they walked up to his flat arm in arm.

“Are you sure about this?” asked Charlie nervously.

Simone responded by kissing him and when Charlie felt her tongue groping the inside of his mouth he knew it was definitely going to happen and returned the favour.

Inside Charlie’s hallway, they kissed passionately. Simone dropped her handbag onto the floor and turned around, putting her arms up against the wall. Charlie put his arms around her waist and began to softly kiss her neck. As her breathing became heavier, he moved his hands slowly up her body. With her left hand she raised her dress up, and with the other guided Charlie’s hand down to her crotch. 

Charlie gently felt her vagina though her underwear as it gradually became damp, his other hand still massaging her breast. He put his hand inside her knickers and rubbed her clit with two fingers. She first emitted a gasp and then, as he guided two fingers into her wet cunt, a soft moan. She pulled down her knickers and returned with the box of condoms she had shown him earlier. She faced him and kissed him again, and then breaking away soft moaned, “let’s do it now.” 

Charlie responded by pushing her softly against the wall with one hand and placing the other one back between her legs. He rang his middle finger up and down her slit until she could take it no more and she turned around to face away from him again, moaning softly and he snaked his left hand round and paid careful attention to her clit. With the other he undid his trouser and pulled them and his boxer shorts down. With one hand he was able to open the box, thumb out a condom and with the aid of his teeth remove it from the packet and roll it over his stiff and throbbing cock.

He pulled the straps of her dress to either side of her shoulders and with a wiggle she was free of it; not wearing a bra, she was naked bar her high-heeled shoes. He groped her left breast and teased her clit with his other hand as she gasped and moaned, and he moved his sheathed cock between her legs and ran his bell end up and down her entrance. She could bear it no longer and guided his cock inside her with her hand. 

She groaned deeply as her entered her and as he began to pump away at her cunt she moaned with every thrust. After a minute or two, she pushed him away slightly and turned around to face him. Looking deep into his eyes, she said lustfully, “fuck me Charlie.” He looked down at her incredible body, leaned forward to press her against the wall and his cock was again back inside her, and she kissed him as he thrust in and out. She broke off the kiss and was panting heavily and began to moan at a higher and higher pitch with every stroke until finally they came together and she collapsed her head onto his shoulder. 

As he withdrew his cock from her, she whispered tenderly into his ear, “I’ve never come like that before.” Charlie pulled his head back and stared into her eyes and knew she meant it, and then he kissed her again for what seemed to last a lifetime.
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The Masters of the Backside Lizards

In a deserted warehouse in the Ancoats region of Manchester, three black cars pulled up. The double doors of the loading bay were opened by two men in white overalls and the cars drove in one by one. The back doors of the cars opened almost simultaneously and three men wearing black hooded robes stepped out and walked into the centre of the warehouse.

“An excellent choice of location Master Riss,” said one of the hooded men.

“Thank you Master Pujol,” replied Master Riss.

The three Masters walked slowly around the building to check out its suitability and met in the centre of the warehouse and nodded. Suddenly a mobile telephone began to ring.

Master Pujol retrieved his telephone and answered. An American voice said, “The container is out of the ground and ready for delivery.” Master Pujol nodded to the other two Masters and said, “Take the container to the airport and there will be two men in white overalls waiting for you. They will instruct you further. Good work.”

Master Pujol turned to the others and said, “That was our contact in California. The canister should shortly be on it’s way from the airport where I have already made the necessary arrangements. I expect the canister to arrive here at some point in the next twenty-four hours. The fall-out was of limited release and only appears to have affected our contact himself. What news do we have of the other two canisters?”

Master Riss was next to speak, “The canister from the Black Forest has been raised and loaded into a vehicle. It will be several hours before the canister will arrive at Stuttgart airport where I too have made the necessary arrangements. My contact will call from the airport to confirm delivery. Unfortunately there was slightly more fallout and another was affected. I have instructed the other affectee to accompany our contact over on the flight with the canister.”

“Well, that is unfortunate,” said Master Pujol, “but it cannot be helped. And you Master Lézarde. What news from Cambodia?”

Master Lézarde sighed and said, “The canister has been discovered and is in the process of being raised. Unfortunately there has been a problem with transporting the canister through the jungle. This should be solved later in the day and the canister should finally be on its way early tomorrow morning. The airport is fortunately close to the canister’s location and it should be with us within the next couple of days.”

“And what of fall-out?” asked Master Riss.

Master Lézarde looked towards the floor and said, “Unfortunately there has been more fallout than was strictly required. We have a small team of affectees, four I think, as the two contacts that we ourselves sent out there became rather…eager. This may help to alleviate the transport problem and I will ensure that the whole team come back over with the contacts and the canister.”

Master Pujol said, “One or two minor problems aside, this has been an excellently successful operation. Soon the canisters will be delivered and soon the One Who Can Open Them will be delivered to us. Everything seems to be going exactly according to plan. Let us return to monitor the ‘other’ situation. Soon, gentlemen, soon, the canisters shall be opened and the whole world will know of the awesome power of the Backside Lizards.”

The Masters laughed aloud and then returned to their vehicles and backed out of the warehouse. As they drove down the road, the loading bay doors were shut by the two men in white overalls.
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In Love

Charlie pulled up his trousers, picked up Simone’s dress and bag and led her by the hand into the bedroom. She lay down on his bed and he removed the rest of his clothes and joined her on the bed. They kissed some more and Charlie didn’t know when he would be able to perform again. 

Simone helped him to find out by straddling him facing away from him and kissing his cock. It immediately stood to attention and Charlie was quite surprised by his (and his cock’s) response. She manipulated it until it was rock solid and then slid a condom over the tip. She rolled it down the length of his cock with her mouth, before moving forward and enveloping it in her soft warm cunt. 

She slowly moved up and down half of it’s length and then plunged down until he was balls deep inside her. She moaned softly as she rode up and down. Charlie reached forward with his hands and placed them firmly on her arse, squeezing gently as he guided her up and down his throbbing member. 

As she moved faster and faster, he moved his hands up to her breasts and pumped them gently as she emitted a gasp and then he rose up, pushing her forward on to all fours and began to hammer her from the rear. He put his hands back on her waist and pulled her onto his as he pushed forward. 

She began to moan into the bedclothes as he pumped away faster and faster. Charlie lost control and filled the condom inside her. Aware that she hadn’t yet finished, Charlie guided her over onto her back and plunged his tongue into her cunt, alternating between pushing his tongue inside her and stimulating her clit with it. It didn’t take her long to come and he crawled up the bed to be next to her. She put her arms round him and kissed him on the face.

They lay there for about half an hour softy whispering sweet nothings to each other until Simone softly moaned, “I want to feel your cock inside me again.” Charlie felt his cock involuntarily stiffen and he kissed her mouth, her neck and then using his tongue he played with her nipples as his fingers again went to work on her clitoris.

With his other hand he rolled the last of the condoms onto his prick and guided it into her. He pressed himself against her and stuck his tongue into her mouth as his cock filled her. He raised himself up slightly to increase his purchase and he stared into her eyes and he plunged in and out of her cunt. She came relatively quickly, and though Charlie’s cock was all but worn out, but he managed to come shortly afterwards.

The condoms spent, they got under the covers and snuggled close to each other to drift off to sleep. She turned to face away from him and pressed her body against his. He whispered into her ear, “I could lie like this forever.” She moaned a soft response and he played with her hair for a while.

Charlie was just drifting off to sleep when he felt Simone’s hand running down his side and between he legs. She wrapped her hand around his quickly hardening cock and guided it slowly into her cunt from behind.

“We don’t have any condoms left,” said Charlie groggily.

“You’re clean, right?” she said, without looking round at him.

“Yes,” said Charlie, “but I don’t think that’s the whole point.”

“Ah yes,” she said, and guided his cock back out of her cunt and placed it’s head at the entrance of her arse.

Charlie’s excitement grew and his cock became harder than ever. He pushed forward very slightly, allowing Simone to control the action to her own comfort. She slowly pushed back and he felt his cock being engulfed by her illicit hole. She groaned deeply as Charlie’s cock went further inside her bum and Charlie kissed her neck. Once he was fully inside her, he reached round with his arm and fingered her as he pumped in and out of her backside. As this was a new experience for Charlie, he didn’t last very long and felt him empty his ball sack into her bumhole. He continued to play with Simone’s cunt until she emitted a tiny gasp and then she suddenly got out of the bed and walked to the door without turning around.

“Where are you going?” he asked longingly.

She turned to look at him with a wicked look in her eyes and said, “I’m not going to sleep with a bum full of spunk Charlie.”

He grinned and turned over. He was drifting off again when Simone rejoined him in the bed and pressed herself against his back. She put her arm over him and began to drift of herself.

For the first time in a week, Charlie had a pleasant dreamless night.
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A Dangerous Arrival

Through the clouds above Manchester, a plane became visible. It slowly descended towards the runway at Manchester Airport. The plane happened to be a charter flight direct from Siĕmréab airport and was carrying two Cambodian gentlemen, a team of archaeologists from the University of Durham. 

It was also carrying as cargo, a large wooden crate containing the third and final canister for the Masters of the Backside Lizards, which had finally been moved from the site where it was discovered. The archaeologists had sat in absolute silence for the whole journey and the two Cambodians had barely spoken to each other either.

The plane continued it’s descent into the Manchester rain, and landed on the runway. It taxied to the private area for taxi flights where the plane was met by two customs officials. The passenger disembarked and the two Cambodians spoke to the officials as the crate was lifted out of the airplane.

“Is this the shipment for Mr B. Lizard?” asked one of the customs officials.

“Yes,” said Yos Son.

“Okay,” said the official. “We’ll take it from here. Excellent work. What about these ones?” he asked indicating the team from Durham.

“An unfortunate incident,” explain Yos Son. “They are, ahem, ‘okay’ now.”

“Okay, proceed through passport control and then take a taxi to this address,” said the official handing Yos Son a handful of tickets for a Reptile Lover’s convention with an address written on it.

“Understood,” said Yos Son smiling, and he motioned for the team to follow him inside the airport.

The customs official took out a mobile telephone and dialled a number. After a few rings the telephone was answered and a voice said, “Yes?”

“Master Lézarde?” asked the official.

“Yes, what news do you have?”

“The third consignment has arrived and we are ready to roll out.”

“Excellent. We shall proceed to the warehouse and meet you there.”

As this conversation had been taking place, the wooden crate had been loaded into a black truck, which stood alongside two other similar trucks. The truck door closed and the official walked over to the trucks and gave the drivers the signals to set off.

Meanwhile, the archaeology team and the Cambodians had passed through passport control and were getting into a taxi. The address was of a pub near Manchester Picadilly train station. The taxi ride took about half an hour and Him Sen paid the driver and got out.

They entered the pub and presented the tickets to the barman. The barman pointed at the stairs and they showed their tickets to the security man and he removed the cordon at the bottom of the stairs. They proceeded up the stairs into a large room with a number of chairs and tables. Sat at the tables were Hugo, Helmut and the driver who Helmut had met on the road. The men in overalls from the warehouse were also there along with several other assorted people, also in white overalls. The six of them gathered around two more of the tables and patiently waited.

As the trucks were making their way up towards the town centre of Manchester, three black cars pulled up at the pub. The three Masters of the Backside Lizards got out of the backs of the cars and entered the pub proceeding upstairs pausing only to show their tickets to the security man. They entered the room upstairs and saw that everyone was present.

Master Pujol stood in the centre of the room with the other two Masters stood behind him. He addressed the crowd.

“There is no need to explain why you are all here,” he began, “but I would like to inform you of the next part of our grand plan. As some of you are already aware, the canisters have been loaded into the trucks and are at this moment making their way to the warehouse where they will eventually be opened. Once they have arrived we will all proceed to the warehouse to unpack the canisters and move them into position. I have booked a hotel for those of you who are not resident in Manchester. On your way out please pick up a pair of overalls and a room key. The keys have the address of the hotels on them. Once the canisters are in position, you are to go to the hotel rooms or your various places of residence whilst we await the coming of the One Who Can Open Them.”

Master Pujol’s mobile telephone began to ring. He answered it and said, “Excellent. We will see you in a short while.”

He then turned back around to address the crowd again and said, “I have just been informed that the canisters will be at the warehouse in a few moments. If you would like to follow me, we shall proceed to the warehouse and meet them there.”

The crowd filed out, with the recent arrivals from abroad taking a set of white overalls each and a room key from a table next to the door and then they filed down the stairs and into the three black cars and several other vehicles which were parked round the back of the pub.

After a short car journey, they arrived at the warehouse and they entered through what was once the office entrance. Two of the men in overalls walked across the warehouse floor and opened the double doors of the loading bay. A few moments later the trucks arrived and backed up to the loading doors. 

The first of the caskets was removed from the truck and was dragged into position under the careful supervision of Master Pujol as the second truck reversed up to the loading bay. The second and finally the third of the caskets were carefully moved into position under guidance of the other two Masters.

The three caskets were now in the centre of the room in a triangular formation open at the corners as the last of the trucks pulled away and the loading bay doors were shut. Three of the people in overalls carried a triangular marble plinth into the exact centre of the three caskets.

“Now,” said Master Riss, “open the caskets.”

The various people in white overalls formed teams of four and gathered around the caskets. First of all the lids were prised off and the workers who hadn’t been involved in transporting the canisters from the various corners of the world gave a gasp of astonishment and awe. The sides of the caskets were removed and placed out of the way at the side of the warehouse.

“Now,” said Master Lézarde, “lift them.”

The team put their hands though the edges of the container as if they were liquid and lifted. They moved the canisters into the centre of the triangle so that they were off the bottoms of the caskets and then the casket bottoms were placed at the side of the warehouse with the other wooden boards.

The three canisters now formed a closed triangle with the marble plinth in the centre. Three workers brought over three diamond shaped slabs of marble over and placed them at the corners of the triangle. Each one had a different arcane symbol engraved into it, each representing a different Master of the Backside Lizards. The three Masters took up their relevant positions and stood on their respective marble platforms.

“It has been done,” said the Masters in unison. “We now await the coming of the One Who Can Open Them.”
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Painful Obsessions

Charlie was positively over the moon. He woke up to find his erect cock deep in Simone’s mouth as she sucked him into the waking world. After she had swallowed his morning protein she whispered into his ear, “I love you,” and he turned to face her, looked into her eyes and said, “I love you too,” and meant it, before dozing back off to sleep for an hour.

He re-awoke up in Simone’s arms, showered with her and then he dressed and went down to the supermarket to buy some ingredients for breakfast and some more condoms and returned to the flat to find Simone lying naked in wait on the bed. They fucked for a while and then Charlie prepared a breakfast of croissants, French toast, orange juice and coffee.

After breakfast they returned to bed and although they were both meant to be working or studying that afternoon, they spent the afternoon in each others arms, occasionally shagging but mainly just talking to each other. In the early evening Simone announced that she had to leave because she was in the process of moving into a different apartment and needed to drop a bunch of stuff round at John’s house.

Tuesday was supposed to be a return to reality. Charlie had gone back into University and attended his day’s lectures although he wasn’t able to concentrate very well. Simone had completely invaded his senses and when he was supposed to be listening to methods of dating archaeological sites from grain husks, he found himself fondly remembering the events of the previous two days.

After his lectures had finished he went for a quick pint with Dennis in order to borrow some notes from the lectures he had missed the day before. They met up after the lecture and walked across the Oxford Road to have a drink in The Helm.

“So,” said Dennis as they stood at the bar waiting for their drinks, “how did your date with Simone go?”

Charlie paid for the drinks, handed a pint to Dennis and took his over to the table. “It went fine,” he said. Dennis looked at him quizzically. “All right then,” said Charlie, “It went amazingly,” and grinned like a spaz.

“Well,” said Dennis, “I’m glad it’s worked out for you. She seems like a really nice girl and you – you deserve someone like that.”

“Thanks man,” said Charlie and poured some lager down his neck.

He had arranged to meet Simone in the pub near his house after he had finished his lectures and she had finished her work. He caught the bus from outside The Helm and his whole journey was filled with joy at the prospect of seeing her again, despite the fact that they had spent less than twenty-four hours apart. He got off the bus excitedly and walked down to the pub. Simone was already there waiting for him. He walked over and they kissed.

“Do you want a drink,” asked Charlie.

“Yeah, why not? I’ll have a vodka and orange,” she said smiling.

Charlie returned from the bar with a vodka and orange and a pint of lager for himself, and they sat and chatted about how their respective days had been and after the drinks they headed off back to Charlie’s.

They kissed in the hallway and then Simone led Charlie into the bedroom and asked, “Do you want to try something different?”

“What do you mean?” asked Charlie.

Simone reached into her handbag and pulled out a strap-on dildo. Charlie was gripped with fear, fear of the unknown, the fear of having his bumhole penetrated. As she waved the object in front of him mad thoughts rushed through his head. He slowly nodded with the realisation that she had let him do the same to her a couple of nights before and that he really had no case against. And however it turned out, it would be something to put down to experience, he thought as he slowly undressed.

Simone removed all her clothes except for her bra and boots. She fastened the dildo around her waist and through her legs. Charlie clambered onto the bed and waited on his hands and knees, prone and nervous. He felt Simone’s warm breath on his back and his balls tightened as his cock began to inflate. 

She kissed his neck as she groped his backside with both hands. He began to relax slightly with Simone massaging his arse cheeks, until she pulled them apart and he felt a digit stoking his balloon-knot and he tensed up. “Ssh, ssh,” she whispered softly and he began to relax. 

Simone inserted a digit into his bum and his cock stiffened with the dirtiness of the situation. She withdrew her finger and placed the plastic cock at his entrance. He gasped nervously as she began to slowly push the device into him with her pelvis. It felt huge inside his arse as she gently forced it up, and as she began slowly pumping in and out Charlie grunted with discomfort. 

As she continued to pump his arse, she removed her bra and pressed her body against his back, and the feel of her soft breasts against his back made up for the discomfort of having his bum fucked. The pelvic motion was causing Simone to be stimulated also and she moved her hand down and started to rhythmically stroke his cock, not wanking it per se, but just soft gentle strokes and Charlie was in Heaven. 

Simone plunged her plastic cock in and out of his arse faster and faster and grasped his cock firmly and began to pump it vigorously. It didn’t take him long to climax and on Simone’s final thrust, Charlie’s cock almost exploded with pleasure, spattering thick white hot manmuck against the wall and across the bed.

Simone took off the strap-on and collapsed on top of him. “Well,” she said, “what did you think?”

“It was a lot nicer than I expected it to be,” said Charlie, “but it’s not really my cup of tea.”

“I loved it when you fucked my arse,” said whispered softly before going to the bathroom to get something to clean the spunk off the wall.

Simone stayed over at Charlie’s that night and Charlie woke up as she was getting dressed.

“What time is it?” he asked sleepily.

“I have to go,” said Simone, pulling on her boots.

“Er, I’ll call you later, after the footy,” he said as she was walking out of the room.

“Yeah, okay,” she said distractedly as she left, and Charlie collapsed back into his sleep.

He awoke a few minutes later when his alarm clock went off. His plan for the day was to attend his single lecture in the morning and then to spend the afternoon in the library before heading to the pub to watch the football.

He set off to the University and arrived early for the lecture, so he got a coffee from the refectory and sat there drinking it. He thought that Simone had acted strangely that morning, but only for a while. His mind then turned to the bizarre experience that he had had the night before. He smiled with internal embarrassment before finishing his coffee and heading across to the Arts building.

The lecture was in the same room that he had first seen Simone and he replayed the events of the week as he waited for the lecture to begin. It had all happened so quickly, and yet it felt so right, he thought as he opened his notebook. He surprised himself by paying full attention to what was being said, probably more so than any other single lecture he had ever attended. Simone was definitely having a good effect on him he thought to himself: he was even slightly interested by the subject matter.

After the lecture had finished he went over to the library and copied out Dennis’ notes he had borrowed the previous day. Although it would have been more time-efficient to simply photocopy them, the end of the semester was drawing near and Charlie wanted the material to go straight into his head. During the copying session he got up a couple of times to get textbooks to make more detailed notes on certain things.

When his work in the library was complete he went and had another quick coffee in the library café where he was due to meet Dennis to return his notes. Dennis duly arrived and retrieved his notes. Dennis had to run along for an afternoon lecture he had so he took his leave of Charlie and left him there to finish his coffee.

Charlie caught the bus home and got back to his flat at around four o’clock. He picked up his copy of ‘Where’s My Helmet?’ and had a quick flick through it but decided he couldn’t be bothered with it – he’d leave it a week and then start again from scratch. 

He switched on the television and lost himself in children’s programmes until it was time for the Weakest Link to begin. Whereas doing this a week ago would have bored his teeth off, somehow it was different and he found himself to be enjoying them. Not just them, everything. Everything seemed wonderful and new.

After he had been watching television with an empty mind for few hours, it was time to go to the pub to watch the match. This time he knew that unlike Saturday’s game that he would be able to give this game his full attention. He threw on a jacket, turned the television off and left the flat.

He got to the pub about ten minutes before kick off. Kev, Milko and The Grape were already sat at a table and had saved him a seat. He repaid this favour by buying a round of drinks and then carried them over to the table.

“Nice one Charles,” said Milko. “How’s it going?”

“Yeah, great,” said Charlie.

“Well you look a damn site less miserable than you did at the weekend, that’s for fucking certain. Working things out with this bird then?”

“Yeah, you could say that,” said Charlie grinning.

“Nice one son,” said Kev.

The Grape merely sighed into his beer.

The match started and after a fairly boring first half they started discussing the events of the weekend. After Charlie had left the pub Kev had turned up and his friends were gently ribbing him because he had snogged a girl called Pam.

“What?” asked Charlie incredulously, “Pam the Hairy Skeleton.”

“Fuck off,” said Kev, confirming Charlie’s suspicions.

“Oh sorry man,” said Charlie, “but the Skeleton, man?”

“I were pissed up,” said Kev, knowing that this was not really a decent excuse at all. “Anyway Charlie, tell us about your bird.”

“Okay lads,” said Charlie proudly. “Her name’s Simone, she’s a Doctor of Archaeology from Durham University and she’s as fit as absolute fuck and I really like her a lot.”

“Shit,” said The Grape sighing and reaching for his cigarettes.

After the game had finished Charlie had another pint with his friends and then left to go home. He sat on the bus thinking about Simone. It had only been a few hours since he had last seen her but he was missing her already. As he got off the bus and walked to his flat he decided that he would give her a ring when he got in.

He took off his jacket and hung it up in the hallway and then went into the lounge. It was half past ten – it wasn’t too late to call her. He picked up the phone and dialled her number.

“Hello,” she said as she answered.

“Alright darling,” said Charlie grinning, “it’s me.”

“Charlie it’s late,” said Simone. Charlie noticed a different tone in her voice, something that he hadn’t heard before.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I just don’t really want to talk to you right now.”

“Why not?” Charlie was getting nervous. “What’s up?”

“I just think you’re getting too…clingy.”

“Clingy?” said Charlie beginning to get worked up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I don’t think we should see each other for a while.”

“What?” said Charlie incredulous. “What the fuck’s going on?”

“Well if that’s your attitude, maybe we should see each other at all,” and there was a click as the line went dead.

Charlie sat there in complete disbelief. What had he done? What could possibly have prompted this. She was so happy the night before. Charlie’s head began to pound and his heart thumped in his chest. He thought back to the morning when she had left, she had seemed like she had something on her mind. But what the fuck?

He picked up the phone and pressed the redial button.

“Hello,” said Simone.

“Simone,” pleaded Charlie, “can you at least let me know what I’m supposed to have done.”

“Listen Charlie,” she said angrily, “just fuck off and leave me alone,” and hung up again.

Jesus Christ, he thought as he slammed the hook and pressed the redial button again. This time there was no answer. Had he sounded drunk on the phone? Impossible, he’d only had a couple of pints whilst watching the game. He couldn’t understand it. He stood up and pacing backwards and forwards half angry that she was behaving this way and half scared that he might have lost her for good.

He tried to dial again but she had obviously switched her mobile off. He felt tears welling up in his eyes and a lump in his throat. He started to feel sick. He needed to talk to someone, someone who knew her. He picked up the phone again and called John.
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Desperation

A taxi pulled up at John’s house and Charlie stepped out. He knocked on the door of the house and John answered.

“Christ, you look like you’re in a bit of a state. Come in then.” Charlie nodded and followed John into the flat.

John took his place on the sofa. There was some cigarette papers and a bag of marijuana and a half-rolled join on the coffee table.

“I was just skinning up,” said John. “Maybe it’ll help to calm you down a bit.” Charlie nodded and sat down on a chair. John finished off rolling, lit the joint, inhaled deeply and said, “so, come on then man tell me exactly what happened.”

Charlie explained what had happened with Simone in the last few days since the party as they sat in the lounge and smoked the bifter. Charlie poured his heart out as John sat on and listened. After Charlie told him about the phone calls with her that evening, John put out the joint and began to talk.

“The thing is Charlie, I’ve known Simone for years and she’s a very independent girl. If she thinks she’s becoming too dependant on someone, yeah it’s probably going to scare her off a bit. I’m sure she’ll come round in a couple of days and everything will be okay again. Just leave it for a while and I’m pretty certain she’ll give you a call when she’s ready. I know she likes you a lot man.”

Charlie looked up at him and John could tell that he wasn’t completely convinced by what he had just said. John continued.

“Okay man, she’s coming round tomorrow. There’s a box full of her stuff upstairs. I’ll talk to her about it and then I’ll give you a call tomorrow evening and let you know what the score is. I’m totally sure everything will be all right, but if not you’ll know then one way or the other, yeah?” Charlie nodded.

“So we got a deal?” asked John offering his hand. Charlie half-smiled and shook John’s hand. “Right,” said John, “I think we should have another bifter to seal it.” Charlie smiled a full smile and John grinned and began to skin up another.

They smoked the second bifter and talked about lighter matters and then John began to get hungry. “Do you fancy coming down to the Spice King, I’m starting to get proper clempt.” He looked at the bifter and added, “I reckon this has probably got something to do with it,” and put the rest of it out.

“To be honest John, I’m feeling pretty fucked,” said Charlie. “Them bifters were strong and I’ve already had a couple of pints this afternoon while I were watching the football.”

“I know what you mean man,” said John. “I’ll pop down the King and get some fodder and you can have some of it if you feel like it.”

“Yeah man,” said Charlie. “That sounds cool.”

“Okay,” said John, “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

John stood up, grabbed his coat and then left the flat. When the door slammed Charlie suddenly felt very alone. It must be the bifters, he thought. Mad thoughts were racing through his head from a combination of pints and joints and he felt panic at the back of his mind. His thoughts were a constant whirl of what if, what if? Then his mind focused on something John had said earlier: that Simone had left a box of his stuff up stairs. He spent another couple of minutes weighing up moral issues in his mind and then he left the lounge and went upstairs in search of the box.

The box was in the hallway at the top of the stairs and Charlie didn’t have to look for very long. He opened it up. It contained a bunch of archaeological journals and a few items of clothing including a pair of black high heeled shoes. Charlie burst into tears. Sobbing he took one of the shoes and held it up to his face, his tears rolling down the plastic material.

As he breathed in, he could smell her familiar smell. He breathed in deeper and deeper breathes taking in her musty odour his each breath and he began to feel his penis filling with blood. Almost unconsciously his hand reached down between his legs and unzipped the fly of his jeans. As the tears streamed down his face and across the shoe he continued to breathe in as his hand gripped his shaft and he started to slowly pump away.

He stumbled into one of the upstairs bedrooms, shoe held up to his face with one hand, the other pumping away at his swollen member and he collapsed on to the bed. He rammed the shoe between the mattress and the bed and manoeuvred himself above the bed and slotted his cock into the shoe. Openly weeping he pumped himself in and out of the shoe until few seconds later he filled the toe of the shoe with hot white filth.

He lay there, spent, for a few minutes, until he began to come to his senses again. He pushed himself up off the bed, the covers were soaked through with tears. As he moved away, he looked down at the ruined shoe and felt the most intense feeling of guilt and shame he had ever experienced in his life. Then reality hit. Fuck, he thought, John’s going to be back with his supper any minute. He pulled the shoe out of the bed, took the other one out of the box on the way down the stairs and bolted out of the door.

A couple of minutes later John entered the house with a bag containing a couple of chicken donner mixed kebabs. He went into the lounge, took them out of the bag and lay then on the table, but there was no sign of Charlie.

“Charlie,” he bellowed, but there was no reply. John looked down at the pair of kebabs on the table in front of him, sat down in the chair and chuckled maniacally to himself.
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A Low Point

Charlie sat at home with half a bottle of whiskey in front of him feeling thoroughly disgusted with himself. The whiskey was supposed to numb some of the pain, anguish and guilt he was feeling, but if anything it merely seemed to be intensifying it. He picked up the bottle and took another long swig. It wasn’t helping, but he felt that he ought to continue regardless.

On his way back from Johns, he had disposed of Simone’s shoes in a wheelie bin on the other side of the road, and had gone into an off licence to pick up a bottle of whiskey and some cigarettes. The off licence was on the verge of closing and the young lad behind the counter didn’t want to serve him, but when Charlie looked up with an almost infinite sadness in his eyes, the young lad could not refuse him.

He stumbled the rest of the way home, stopping occasionally for a swig of the whiskey and had wandered around for a while before finally making it home and collapsing into a chair in his lounge. He put the whiskey down on the table and lit up a cigarette.

Several chain-smoked cigarettes and here he was, sat in the chair with the whiskey on the table in front of him. He was drifting in and out of consciousness and experiencing bizarre half-dreams similar to the ones he had had before he had hooked up with Simone, strange terrifying dreamscapes and a sense of something reptilian lurking in the darkness beyond the veil of consciousness.

He re-awoke with a start. It was almost midnight and the phone was ringing. Shit, he thought. It’s probably John finding out what the fuck happened to me. He decided that he’d claim he felt ill and had to go home, which was pretty much close to the truth. He picked up the phone.

“Look John,” he slurred into the telephone.

“Charlie,” said Simone. “It’s me. We need to talk.”

Feeling suddenly more sober Charlie replied, “Yeah definitely.”

“Meet me in the Monk, it’s open until one.”

Charlie put the top back on the whiskey and headed off out of his flat. Sat waiting for a bus, Charlie’s mind was whirling with alcohol, marijuana and nervous apprehension. His breathing became erratic and he sat there at the bus stop gasping for breath.

“Are you all right mate?” asked an old man who was walking past.

“Yeah mate,” said Charlie, “I’ll be fine.”

A few minutes later and he had recovered. He couldn’t handle waiting for a bus any longer and he hailed down the first taxi came past.

“Where to mate?” asked the taxi driver once Charlie was inside.

“The Monk Bar please,” slurred Charlie, still slightly out of breath.

“If you’re sure mate.”

“Yeah, man, I’m sure.”

The Monk was on the Oxford Road between the University and the town centre and was a restaurant until around ten thirty when it became a late bar with a downstairs section that would open later. It was in this downstairs section that, after a few minutes of stumbling around the bar Charlie finally found Simone. She didn’t look very happy.

“You’re pissed,” she said sternly.

“Is it any surprise?” demanded Charlie. “Everything was all right and then you suddenly just went cold.”

“Look,” said Simone. “I don’t know whether I can talk to you when you’re like this.”

“Of course you can. I might be a bit wired but I’m totally aware of what’s going on. So please tell me what I’ve done to offend you.”

“It not anything you’ve done Charlie, it’s…it’s more complicated that that.”

“‘It’s not you, it’s me’? Isn’t it me that’s supposed to say that? If you don’t want to have anything to do with me just tell me straight out – I can take it and to be honest I’d appreciate it rather that all this stupid talk.”

“Charlie,” she said putting her hand on his, “it’s not you or me. It’s just…it’s difficult. I’m in quite a difficult situation at the moment.”

Charlie was losing patience. Simone’s phone went off in her handbag. She took the phone out of the bag and looked at it to see who was calling. She turned to him and said, “Listen Charlie, I have to take this, it’s important.” Charlie nodded and sighed. “Don’t be like that,” she said. “After this call I will be able to explain, but I’m going to have to go outside. Please just stay here and watch my bag while I take this call and I promise I’ll explain everything then I get back.”

“Okay,” said Charlie and waited as Simone left the bar.

While he was sat there his mind was filled with a perverse curiosity as to what this mysterious phone call was about, about why she was acting the way she was and about why she had even asked him to meet her at this time, in this place. A boyfriend? A husband? He sunk his head on the table depressed.

Again he felt the tears welling up in his eyes. He had never felt this wretched in his life before. Maybe he was better off out of it. Maybe he should just walk out of the bar. But on the other hand he loved her and that would make him feel worse rather than better. He was in a catch-22 situation and he was going to feel rotten no matter what option he picked. What the fuck have I got into, he thought to himself.

Somewhere in the bar a door or a window opened, or maybe a fan turned on and the smell of Simone’s perfume drifted across the table from her handbag. Charlie looked up, because his first thought was that she was back, and for a moment he was confused that she wasn’t there. Then he noticed that the smell was coming from the handbag and his hand reached across the table and he stroked the bag tenderly.

“Oh Simone,” he whispered softly as he drew the bag closer and the smell of Simone’s perfume filled his olfactory senses. He gripped the bag and tears again began to stream down his face. He lifted the bag to his face and cried his agony into it, placing the bag back on the table with his face pressed tightly against it. “Why? Why? Why?” he sobbed as he clutch the bag to his face with both hands.

His tears of loss turned to tears of anger, of rage and slowly he moved the bag under the table as his cock again began to enlarge in his trousers. This, he thought, is the lowest of the low, as he unzipped his jeans, but he just couldn’t help it. Clutching the bag with his left hand, he pumped his cock with his right and within merely a few seconds had poured his liquid rage directly into Simone’s handbag.

“Oh my fucking word!” he cried. “What the fuck have I just done?”
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Homunculus

Suddenly panic gripped Charlie and he legged it out of the bar still clutching the handbag. The night air felt stale as he gasped for breath, panic, self-loathing and drunkenness leading him into the town centre and out of sanity. He stumbled up the Oxford Road on autopilot clutching the bag tightly to his chest, his eyes wide open pissing a stream of tears down his face. He broke into a run as he turned into Portland Street drawing the attention of bemused passers-by either on their way home from their night out or going on to somewhere else.

His pace had decreased as he reached Piccadilly Gardens and by the time he reached the bus station he had slowed to a walk. Summoning the last of his reserves he pulled some change out of his pocket, paid the driver and got on a bus.

He sat at the front of the UK North bus, the spot unofficially reserved for the biggest nutters travelling on the Mancunian public transport system. He was clutching the handbag and had began muttering to himself. The bus moved off back in the direction Charlie had just walked from. It stopped for a while outside the Oxford Road train station where most people, mostly students, would get the bus into South Manchester. As they boarded, they were met with Charlie’s mad staring eyes and anyone who sat on the bottom deck would be greeted with an occasional grunt or a stifled bark from Charlie.

In the middle of Rusholme somebody got on the bus, which was quite full by now, and sat next to Charlie. He turned round and one look of his berserker glance was enough to shift them into a standing position. Nobody else bothered him for the remainder of the journey and he stumbled off the bus somewhere in South Manchester he wasn’t sure where.

He was wandering around the streets for what seemed like hours. He was sure he was roughly in the right area, but he’d got off the main road and was wandering round the leafy South Manchester suburbs. A fine rain hung in the air, soaking him though as he walked down the street. He was still stumbling around clutching Simone’s bag with the intention of getting back home, but too far gone from madness and booze to have any real idea how to get there.

Desperation kicked in and he collapsed into a heap at the side of the road. He started half singing, half laughing to himself and it would have been clear to anyone that walked past that he was either truly insane or merely pissed out of his wits. The rain increased in intensity and his mood swung right back round again: his eyes began to water again and he began to sob loudly as he picked himself up on to his feet and began to slowly trudge in a random direction.

He thought he was heading the right way, everything seemed familiar but when he got to the end of the street instead of seeing his own road he found himself at a dead end. The road ended but a grassy area lay beyond it and pissed stubbornness drove him on, with the glimmer of hope that maybe his road lay beyond.

Charlie found himself in a large garden. He looked back to see the last house in the street, the one to which the garden belonged. From a patioed area, a path ran through the middle of the garden. On one side was a small well and scattered across the garden were several stone statues of cherubs, and this together with the fact that the only light in the garden was coming from the full moon in the sky above evoked an almost medieval feeling about the place. At the other end of the garden was a bench. Exhausted Charlie stumbled across the garden and threw himself down onto the bench.

The rain had begun to actively hammer it down, pouring down Charlie’s face and mixing with his tears. He wept for Simone who, if not lost already, was sure to when she found out what he had done. What in Christ’s name had driven him to this level of depravity? This was the lowest point in his entire life and he could see no way out of it: was he really doomed to feel like this forever.

The wind began to howl and the cold air chilled Charlie’s soaking frame. As he began to howl himself, lightning flashed in the sky above him and the distant rumble of thunder could be heard in the distance. Each flash of lightning caused the statues to cast strange eerie shadows across the garden, projecting strange and twisted versions of themselves onto the wall of the house.

As Charlie began to calm down and make a slow approach towards becoming his former self, he realised he was still holding Simone’s handbag. I’ve got to get rid of this, he thought to himself. Not far from the bench was a small compost heap, and Charlie wandered over to it and thrust the bag into it’s centre. It seemed to be composed mainly of horse manure and stank to high heaven. Charlie then wandered back to the bench and collapsed, exhausted, pissed and absolutely disgusted with himself.

Asleep on the bench Charlie’s head was a turmoil of bizarre imagery as a result of the days events, the alcohol in his system and the miserable weather going on around him. He dreamt that he was stood in the centre of a stone circle in the middle of the night. He was aware of people around him although he could see no-one as the circle was surrounded by trees, blocking out the cold pale light of the moon. All he could see was what was in the stone circle. He caught a glimpse of a short sharp movement in the periphery of his vision. He spun round but it was too late, and then a second later another back in the opposite direction. Another followed another and soon they were everywhere and he was spinning around and around. Then without warning it stopped as soon as it began. Then slowly a black liquid began to slowly flow towards him in all directions. To his absolute horror he saw that it was not in fact any sort of liquid at all: the substance was composed of thousands if not millions of tiny lizards.

He awoke with a start. The wind had calmed down and the rain had more or less stopped. Sitting there in the pale blue twilight of the very early morning, Charlie didn’t have a clue where he was. Starting with what he knew, he worked his way back. He vaguely remembered stumbling into the garden but where had he been. He’d got out to meet Simone but how had he ended up here. And then he remembered the handbag incident. Suddenly all the grief and anger inside him exploded and he burst into tears.

“Divvent cry man,” said a quiet high-pitched voice. “I’m sure it’s not that bad y’knaa.”

Charlie stopped sobbing and turned slowly around and to his absolute astonishment saw a little naked man, maybe a foot in height, walking slowly over towards him from the direction of the compost heap.
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Unboiled Head

“What the Christ?” exclaimed a very surprised Charlie. The little man approached the bench and climbed onto the seat and sat down looking at Charlie.

“What…are you?” asked Charlie.

“How, that’s charming that man,” said the little man.

“I’m sorry,” said Charlie in complete disbelief. “Who are you?”

“Whey, I’m a homunculus,” said the little man smiling at Charlie. “What are ye called man?”

“Charlie.”

“Pleased to mek yer acquaintance Charlie man,” said the homunculus offering a tiny hand out.

Charlie shook it feeling incredibly puzzled. “What’s, er…”

“How man, divvent ask me. I’ve only been here for the last hour or so.”

“Where did you come from?”

“I came from that big pile of shite ower there,” said the homunculus, “and I frigging stink man. I’d gan hurm for to have a shower man, but…I divvent hev a hurm. It’s freezing as well and I haven’t got any clurthes.” As the homunculus said this he looked up at Charlie’s face with his tiny little eyes and Charlie felt incredibly sorry for the poor little creature.

“Okay,” said Charlie, “come with me.”

Once they had walked out into the street Charlie realised where he had gone wrong the previous night and after a short walk of around ten minutes, they arrived at Charlie’s flat. Charlie opened the door, glanced down at his little companion, shook his head and then stepped inside.

The homunculus followed Charlie into the flat and Charlie fetched him a towel and showed him how to work the shower. As the homunculus showered, Charlie went through into the lounge, found a cigarette, lit it and sat down on the sofa. The clock on his video told him it was quarter to six in the morning. What the fuck was going on? he asked himself. If it wasn’t for the noise of the shower coming from the hallway, Charlie would never have believed what was happening, yet here it was. 

He tried to think of a rational explanation for what was happening, but was at a total loss. He started to chuckle to himself. At least the amusement factor had brought something out of him other than sheer misery and Charlie was feeling much better about things. At the very least, he thought to himself, it means I’m now completely insane and that’s one less thing I have to worry about.

As he was wondering whether the whole thing was actually happening or whether he’d just come home and turned the shower on, the homunculus walked in though the door wearing a hand-towel around his waist.

“How man, that’s lurds better that is,” said the homunculus and then, pointing at Charlie, “Ye look like ye could dee wi’ one yessel.”

Charlie nodded in agreement and headed off for the bathroom. The homunculus hopped onto the sofa and switched on the television.

Charlie hung his towel on the rack and looked at himself in the mirror. The homunculus was right, he looked a right state. His eyes were bloodshot, and there was mud on his face streaked with where his tears had rolled across his face. His hair had bits of twigs and leaves in them – he looked almost wild in appearance. He turned on the shower and quickly undressed.

As he showered, he wondered about the nature of this peculiar little creature he had picked up. What was he? Where had he come from? He knew he had heard the term homunculus before, but had absolutely no idea when or where. Something about the creature seemed very familiar but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Something else in his mind seemed to want to connect with this but it was all just slightly out of his mental grasp. I’m too tired to work all this stuff out, he thought. I’ll think about it after I’ve had a bit of a kip.

Exhaustion had really begun to set in now, it had been a very long day. He dried himself off and then went into the lounge.

“I’m going to bed,” said Charlie to the homunculus.

“Aye man,” said the homunculus, “I divvent blame ye there man.”

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “See you later.”

Charlie woke up around two o’clock in the afternoon, feeling much better with himself and much closer to his usual self. The events of the previous night were only really remembered as one long continuous blur and he couldn’t really remember anything specific. The only thing he could really remember was feeling absolutely terrible and that he felt a lot better this morning. He got up to make himself a late breakfast. When he entered the lounge however he heard the noise of food frying coming from the kitchen. What the fuck? he thought as he opened the kitchen door. Memories of the previous night hit him like a ten ton truck as he saw the homunculus stood on a stool frying some eggs.

“Oh man,” said the homunculus scooping the eggs onto a plate which already contained sausages, bacon, mushrooms, beans and waffles, “you’re up just in time for some feed.”

“Yeah…” said Charlie trying unsuccessfully to come to terms with the situation. He stood there staring into the middle distance for a few seconds when the homunculus interrupted him.

“Come on then Charlie man,” he said. “Tek yer frigging plate man.”

“Er, yeah sure,” said Charlie taking the plate. The homunculus stared at him. Charlie suddenly added, “Thanks. Thanks very much.”

Charlie went into the lounge carrying his fry-up and cutlery as the homunculus started on the washing up. He sat down at the table and started to eat. The bizarreness of the situation was preventing him from thinking about anything much at all so he simply tucked into his meal. It was absolutely fantastic. It was quite possibly the best breakfast he had ever eaten. The homunculus wandered in with a glass of orange juice and a mug of tea.

“How man,” said the homunculus, “tek these off us – they’re dead heavy man.”

The glass and mug looked massive in the homunculus’ hands. Charlie took them and thanked the homunculus.

“Divvent mention it man,” said the homunculus. “I’ll stick a bit of music on for ye, for to listen to while ye hev yer feed.”

As Charlie continued with his breakfast the homunculus went over to the CD rack and selected a CD, wandered over to the stereo and put the CD on. The music made Charlie feel totally at ease as he ate and the homunculus wandered back into the kitchen, re-emerging a minute or so later with a few slices of toast.

“Here ye gan,” said the homunculus. Charlie tried to thank the little man with a mouth full of food. “Now, is there anything else I can get ye?” Charlie shook his head and continued to stuff food into his face. The homunculus went back into the kitchen and continued with the washing up. When Charlie had finished his meal the homunculus came through and cleared up the table.

“No, you don’t have to do that,” said Charlie.

“Ah man,” said the homunculus, “it’s nee bother man. Nee bother at aal.”

Charlie sat back in his chair absolutely stuffed. The sausages, he thought, I’ve never had anything like them before. As if by telepathy the homunculus returned from the kitchen with a small plate with a couple of sausages and some more bacon.

“Room for these man?” asked the homunculus.

“I reckon I can,” said Charlie taking the plate.

The homunculus returned to the table with another mug of tea and then went back into the kitchen to finish off the washing up. I could well get used to this, thought Charlie.

Charlie felt so much better that he even thought he could go back to attending lectures the next day, something he thought he wouldn’t be able to do for a couple of weeks. He moved over to the sofa and stretched out relaxing. His mind turned once again to the bizarre little man he had invited into his house. Something like this couldn’t possibly exist, and why would the creature do all this stuff for him. Maybe it was just because he has cold and didn’t have anywhere to go. Charlie decided he would head off into town and get the homunculus some baby clothes.

“I’m going to head into town,” said Charlie. “I’m going to pick you up some clothes.”

“Aw man,” said the homunculus. “That’d be absolutely magic that would man, aye.”

“Okay, I shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours. Take it easy and I’ll see you a bit later.”

“All reet man,” said the homunculus. “I’ll just watch a bit telly or summick.”

“Sounds good,” said Charlie. “See you later.”

Charlie wandered over to the bus stop to wait for a bus. It was quite a nice day in contrast to the storm of last night and Charlie didn’t mind sitting there waiting for a bus to turn up. All in all it was a nice change for the downright weirdness of his old flat. The bus arrived after a few short minutes and Charlie got on and sat downstairs.

It took about twenty minutes to get into the town centre and once there he headed for the Arndale Centre to look for a Mothercare. Eventually he found a shop and, after getting some advice from one of the shop assistants, left with a couple of sets of clothes for the little man stationed at his house.

Sat on the top deck of the bus on the way back, Charlie glanced down at his Mothercare bags and shook his head. Maybe he had simply gone totally to bollocks. Here I am, he thought, sat on the bus home to give some children’s clothes to a one foot tall man who is probably just a figment of my fucked up imagination. Fuck my bare arse, he thought, what’s next?

He arrived back in the flat to see that the homunculus had done his weekly washing for him. Okay, he thought to himself, at least I’m not going mad. He reasoned that if he had gone out and bought the clothes then there could be no possible way his washing could have possibly been done, because there was no way that he could have actually have done it himself if he had been out in town all afternoon. He interrupted the homunculus while the little man stood on a chair was putting his washing on the drying rack.

“I’ve bought you some clothes,” said Charlie.

“Oh man,” said the homunculus, jumping up and down on the chair, “that’s fantastic that is man. It means I divvent hev te gan roond in the niff nee more.”

“Try them for size,” said Charlie putting the plastic bag down on the floor.

The homunculus leapt down from the chair, ran over to the bag, opened it up and took out the clothes. Upon seeing them, the little man looked up at Charlie with tears in his eyes and said, “man, I divvent knaa what te say.”

Charlie picked up the homunculus with both hands and hugged him and then put him back down on the floor. The homunculus was visibly trying to fight back tears.

“Aye,” he said, “them’s smart them is.”

“No problem,” said Charlie, walking over to the sofa and taking a seat.

The homunculus tried on the clothes, which fitted him rather well and didn’t look too babyish, and then deciding on an outfit he wanted to wear put it on and joined Charlie on the sofa. Charlie had put on the television and was watching an early evening soap opera while the homunculus was getting changed and the homunculus refused to interrupt Charlie’s viewing of the programme. 

After the programme finished, Charlie turned to the homunculus and said, “Hey! You’re looking pretty smart dude.”

“Aye man,” said the homunculus, “I divvent knaa how to thank ye enough man, but I’ll start by making ye yer tea.”

“Seriously, er, man,” said Charlie, “you really don’t have to do anything.” He paused for a second before adding, “So what should I call you anyway?”

“Whey, I’m the homunculus.”

“Yeah, I know that, but don’t you have a name?”

“Well, noo that you come to mention it, nur I durn’t.”

“Okay,” said Charlie. “From now on you’re going to be called, erm, Russell.”

“Eeeh,” said the homunculus, “Russell. Aye man, that’s great that is. Russ. Man, I’ve never had a name before. Aw, thanks man. Yer the greatest man. I’m ganna crack on with yer tea man, you just sit there and watch yer telly man and I’ll mek all the tea man, all the tea.”

“Seriously,” said Charlie, “you don’t have to do that.”

“Ah man,” said Russell, “Ah knaa that, but I want to man. Ye desorve it for what ye hev done for wor.”

Russell took himself off to the kitchen and Charlie could hear the clatter of pots and pans. He grinned to himself, not because he had a little man to do all his chores in exchange for caring about him, but because he was pleased with himself at having made such a difference to the little man’s life. As the smell of garlic and onions drifted in to the lounge, Charlie breathed in deeply and then out again with an audible ‘ahhh’. He switched the television over to MTV and watched the arse end of some wanky song from some even wankier manufactured group. The next song was the Knauf song that he’d had stuck in his head earlier in the week:

“When you look in the mirror, what can you see?

Is it a shadow of a former representation of me?

When you hear with your ears, what could it be?

Is it the screaming of the voices of a thousand trees?”

For the first time since first hearing the song, the lyrics managed to get through to him. These last few days he had definitely become a shadow of his former self, reduced from his former representation by Simone. Simone? He hadn’t thought about her for a while now since he had met her for a drink and then…

Charlie couldn’t remember. He could remember being incredibly drunk and them having some sort of argument. He was on the verge of remembering something else when Russell shouted from the kitchen. “How man, I just need some help man draining the rice,” yelled Russell. Charlie got up of the sofa and went into the kitchen. As he opened the door a glorious smell fisted his nostrils. Seeing than Russell was struggling with a pan, massive in comparison to the size of the homunculus, Charlie quickly grabbed the sieve and assisted Russell in the draining of the rice.

After serving up the meal Charlie took his plate into the lounge and began to eat. After just the first mouthful he realised that the homunculus’ culinary skills had improved since they had met, although before eating he would not have considered this to be possible. Each time Russell prepared a meal, it was the best thing that Charlie had even eaten until the next one. I wonder how long the creature’s cooking is going to continue to improve, he thought as he munched down the dinner.

As he ate, Russell would occasionally come through first with a glass of orange juice, then with a glass of water – almost as soon as Charlie had an urge for something the little creature would come through carrying it. Man, thought Charlie, if I only knew where this creature had come from and where I could find more of them – I could make an absolute fucking fortune. He had meant to ask Russell to tell him something of his origins, but the food was so incredible that he soon forgot all about it.

After the meal Charlie switched the television back on and the pair of them sat there and watched a nature documentary. Charlie loved his nature, despite his viewing companion not falling distinctly into that category. After they had been watching for about half an hour Charlie’s telephone rang. Charlie picked himself up of the sofa and went to answer it.

“All right Charlie man?” It was Kev. “Coming out for a pint this evening?”

“I can’t really,” said Charlie looking over at Russell sat on the sofa, “there’s something here that I’ve got to take care of really.”

Russell looked over shaking his head and said, “Ner man, ner. If ye want te gan oot, gan oot man.”

“Is it that bird of yours,” asked Kev.

“Er,” said Charlie, “I’ll tell you about it later man. I can leave stuff for an hour. I’ll come down for a quick pint. You going down the Horse?”

“Aye,” said Kev.

“All right man,” said Charlie, “I’ll see you down there in about ten minutes.”

“Nice one,” said Kev and hung up the phone.

“Are you sure you’ll be all right?” asked Charlie.

“Ah man,” said Russell, “of course I will. Ye gan oot and hev yoursel a good time man.”

“Okay,” said Charlie putting on his jacket, “I’ll only be about an hour.”

“Tek as long as you want man,” said Russell. “I’m happy te just sit here and watch a bit telly.”

“Fair enough,” said Charlie, “see you in a bit.”

Charlie left the house in a pleasant mood whistling to himself as he walked towards the pub. A lot had happened since he had last seen his friends. He had been dumped, got hammered, gone to pieces and then had his head sorted out by a little man who Charlie was still not sure actually existed. At least he was in good spirits now, in a total contrast to the early hours of this morning when he never thought he would be able to live his life properly ever again. The little man he had invited into his flat certainly had a calming influence on him. Maybe it’s the food, thought Charlie as he walked into the pub.

Kev was stood at the bar when Charlie arrived.

“What you having?” he asked.

“Pint of Kronenbourg please Kev,” said Charlie. “Who you here with?”

“Milko,” said Kev and indicating a table by the window, added, “He’s sat over there.”

“Reet,” said Charlie walking over to join Milko.

Milko looked like he’d been there for a while and seeing Charlie merely looked up and nodded an acknowledgement.

“All right Milko,” said Charlie, “been here long.”

“All afternoon mate,” said Milko.

Charlie sat down to join him and when he had taken his cigarettes out of his coat and placed the coat on the back of the chair, Kev came over with three pints of lager.

“Here you go lads,” said Kev. “So you’re not staying then Charlie?”

“No,” said Charlie, “I’ve got quite a bit of work to catch up on, so I’ll have this and then I’ll shoot off.”

“Fair enough,” said Milko. “I don’t think I’m going to last that much longer meself.”

Charlie cast a glance at Kev’s face and the glum expression seemed to indicate that Kev wanted to stay out for at least another couple of hours.

Kev smiled and said, “So Charles mate, how’s it going with this bird of yours?”

“Well,” said Charlie taking a sip of his beer, “let’s just say that there’s nothing stopping me being in the pub with you lads, yeah?”

“You’ve fucked it up already?” enquired Milko.

“I don’t really want to talk about it lads,” said Charlie.

“Understandable,” muttered Milko into his drink.

The three lads chatted for a while as they drank their pints and made plans for meeting up at the weekend. After they neared the end of the pints, Kev made a brief attempt at trying to get them to stay out a bit longer by offering to buy the next round.

“No thanks mate,” said Milko. “The wife’ll kill us if I don’t get home soon.”

“What about you Charlie?” asked Kev plaintively.

“What the fuck,” said Charlie, “go on then.”

Kev grinned and went to the bar. Milko stood up and said goodbye to Charlie and bid farewell to Kev on his way out of the pub. Kev and Charlie had another pint and then decided that they too should be on their way.

Charlie made his way back to the flat and went inside and into the lounge. He was surprised to see that the dinner plates were still out, simply because the little creature had been looking after the domestic side of his house so well. He suddenly felt a bit worried.

“Russell?” said Charlie, looking around. There was no answer. Charlie looked in the rooms of the house finishing with the kitchen. The kitchen window was open, and Charlie looked out of it. He was very surprised to see Russell monkeying his way over the wall and into the street below.

“Russell?” shouted Charlie out of the window. The little man had made his way on to the top of the wall. He paused momentarily to turn round and give Charlie the finger, before jumping into the street and breaking into a run.

“Russell!” yelled Charlie and the little creature stopped in the road, turned around and shouted back, “Fuck off, ye daft fuckin’ twat!” and then turning back around and running off up the street. What in Christ’s name? thought Charlie, and he tore out of the flat. By the time he had ran round to the back of his building there was absolutely no sign of the homunculus. All of a sudden a tremendous wave of nausea assaulted Charlie and he fell over in the street.
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Slowly, Charlie came round. He was lying in the street near his house. He picked himself up off the floor and sat on the wall behind his to gather his thoughts. So, he thought, Russell has turned on me. This jogged something in Charlie’s memory but he couldn’t quite place it. Charlie decided that the best thing to do was to go back to the flat and look for the Mothercare receipt. This was the only proof that he had that the little man had ever existed.

He walked slowly back to the flat, still shell-shocked by the change in attitude of the homunculus. Once back inside he commenced his search – less a search for his ticket, more a search for his sanity. Unfortunately after half an hour of rooting around his search was still fruitless. Dejected, Charlie slumped onto the sofa and put his hand up to his head. So this is it, thought Charlie, I’m finally forced to ride UK North buses for the rest of my life.

Without really concentrating, he cleared up the dinner things and accidentally knocked over a glass. The glass shattered into pieces on the floor and rang through Charlie’s head like a gunshot. “For fuck’s sake!” yelled Charlie as he stormed into the kitchen, returning with a dustpan and brush. He got down on his hands and knees and began to sweep up the broken glass. Once all the shards were safely in the dustpan, he went into the kitchen and opened the bin. 

Immediately he dropped the dustpan scattering glass all over the kitchen floor for in the bin there was the original plastic bag from Mothercare. Bugger my bastard bumpipe, thought Charlie, it really did happen. Rather than putting his mind at any sort of ease, Charlie really didn’t want to know what to think, except that maybe he’d like to throttle the little cunt’s neck. He got back down on his hands and knees and started to sweep the glass back up. The nauseous feeling that had swept over him when the homunculus ran off returned again and Charlie vomited onto the floor. “Fucking hell,” said Charlie after a few moments, “where’s a fucking homunculus when you need one.”

After he had cleaned up the mess Charlie, physically weakened by the vomiting, struggled his way over to the sofa and collapsed. The waves of nausea were becoming more and more frequent and were settling into a rhythm which after a few minutes of anguish on the sofa had evened out and had settled as a horrible feeling in the pit of his stomach. He lay there for over an hour with his hands on his stomach. As he lay there in agony, flashes of the feelings he had experienced the other night after the meeting with Simone started to come back to him – feelings which he had been sufficiently distracted by the homunculus to have noticed and to have reflected upon properly. Now it was all coming back to him and he felt absolutely terrible. He rolled off the sofa and lay face down on the floor feeling sick with every part of his body. He began to sob into his hands.

After a while Charlie picked himself up off the floor. He had no idea how long he had been lying there for. It was still fairly light outside so Charlie guessed that he had been there for a couple of hours. Still dazed he raised himself back onto the sofa and tried in vain to collect his thoughts. This, he thought, is going to require a drink or two. He stood up, picked up his jacket and marched out of the flat.

Arriving in the pub he ordered himself a whiskey. As soon as it arrived he drank it and ordered another and a pint of lager before he had even paid for the first drink. He carried the drinks over to a table inside a booth, lit up a cigarette and sat there drinking on his own. How fucked up am I? he asked himself as he necked the whiskey. He took a mouthful of beer and inhaled deeply on his cigarette. Compared to this, he thought, me bird troubles were easy. Now I’m fucked up beyond belief, taking in little men and debasing myself in public. He looked at the half-full pint glass in front of him and growled. He downed it and then went to the bar and ordered another whiskey and another pint.

After about three of these visits to the bar Charlie was beginning to feel quite a bit pissed, his balance was beginning to go a bit and he was feeling very, very depressed. He sat in his seat and reached for a cigarette. The packet was empty. “Oh!” he shouted, “In the name of all that is Holy!” Several of the other customers in the bar turned to look at them. He gave them an evil scowl and they went back to their drinks. Charlie drank the whiskey, stood up and half-staggered over to the cigarette machine and furiously inserted coins. One of his pounds refused to be accepted and he was beginning to get mad. Suddenly a wave of pain went through his head and a vision of a garden flashed swiftly through his head. “Fucking hell,” he muttered and put his hand up to his head. The other hand inserted the pound coin back into the slot and the cigarettes dropped into the tray below.

Charlie took the cigarettes back to his table and sat down, a bit unnerved by the whole thing. The last thing I need now is fucking flashbacks, he thought as he started on his next pint of lager. He tried to work out where he had seen the garden before, but it seemed totally unfamiliar to him. It certainly wasn’t the garden that he had spent the other night in. He sighed and put the experience down to a jamais vu. I’m having some sort of breakdown, he thought to himself. I’m going absolutely spare. He made a promise to himself that he would go and see a doctor at the next available opportunity. He started on the new cigarettes and drank his pint quite quickly. He decided that he would give the whiskey a miss for the rest of the evening, and it was coming close to closing time. He was also feeling pissed up.

He went to the bar and got another pint. He was getting funny looks all round but did his best to ignore them. One bloke in particular caught his attention, a large man who looked something like a pirate, but with a gait that didn’t quite suit him, that would have been better suited to someone half his age. Charlie paid for his pint and fixed a stare at this bloke as he turned to go back to his table and turned straight into the path of another customer spilling half of his pint.

“You fucking nobhead!” shouted Charlie.

“Sorry mate,” said the terrified man.

As Charlie was staring a mad stare at the bloke, a large hand grabbed him gently on the shoulder. He turned around to see the large piratey man he had noticed earlier.

“Leave it mate,” said the pirate. “You’ve had a drink. It wasn’t this lads fault.”

Something about the pirate’s tone clamed Charlie down and he realised that it wasn’t worth started something with some poor kid who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Charlie turned back round.

“Soz mate,” he said to the kid. “My fault.”

The lad scurried off and Charlie and the pirate sat down in Charlie’s booth.

“Hello,” said the pirate. “My name is Fred West. Real name.”

“Heh heh,” chuckled Charlie. “My name’s Charlie.”

“So man,” said Fred. “What the hell was that about?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry man. I just got worked up. You were looking at me at the bar and then I banged into the bloke and that was the final straw and I just sort of flipped out.”

“Yeah mate,” said Fred. “Half the bar was looking at you. Shouting at cigarette packets and then losing it over at the machine? I reckon you’ve probably got quite a bit on your mind. Do you need to talk about it?”

“Man I’ve only just fucking met you.”

“Yeah. So what? You’ll probably never meet me again and if you get it off your chest then you probably won’t need to get this pissed or start swearing at tabs, yeah?”

“Ah,” said Charlie. “What the fuck – let’s get some more beer first.”

When Fred returned from the bar with the beers, Charlie began to relate his story.

“Okay, well I met this girl a couple of weeks ago, well, I didn’t really meet her – just sort of saw her, but then I actually met her at this party a couple of weeks ago. Anyway I got her number and gave her a call and we went out and then spent the next few days together having the most wonderful time. Then all of a sudden she told me she didn’t want to see me again and I got upset, and then we met up and I just lost it completely and now I think I’m having some sort of breakdown, because I don’t even know what to think anymore. I’m shouting at fag packets for crying out loud.”

“Sounds pretty intense man,” said Fred. “And how do you feel now?”

“It’s kind of bizarre,” replied Charlie. “I can’t really remember how I felt when I was with her. It’s only when I’m on my own, that I feel this sense of loss, like part of me is missing. It’s weird.”

“Did you love her?” asked Fred.

“Yeah, I did man. I mean, from the first time I saw Simone, there was something about her which I couldn’t help falling in love with.”

“Simone,” pondered Fred, “that’s a nice name.”

“Yeah, Simone,” said Charlie. “Simone Eastwood. I’ll never forget-”

“What did you just say?” interrupted a startled Fred.

“Simone Eastwood, why?”

“How long have you known her?” demanded Fred.

“What do you mean? Why do you want to know?”

“How long have you known her?” reiterated Fred more forcefully.

“About three weeks. Why what’s this about?”

“I’m not sure, but Simone Eastwood has been on an archaeological expedition for the last three weeks. There’s something very wrong here. How did you meet her?”

Charlie was starting to panic. 

“What is this?” he said agitatedly. “What’s going on?”

“I need to know how you met her,” said Fred. “I think this is very important.”

“Er, at a party at this guy’s house. He introduced us. His name’s John something, er, Riss I think. Yeah, John Riss.”

At the mention of this name an expression of absolute horror appeared across Fred’s face.

“What man?” said Charlie, who was beginning to get the Fear. “What’s going on?”

“Do you know where this John is at the moment?” asked Fred.

“I dunno,” said Charlie. “At home. It’s just a bit further down the road.”

“Let’s go,” said Fred, putting on his coat. “Before it’s too late.”

Fred got up and left the pub. Charlie, bewildered and rapidly becoming very worried, put on his jacket and followed Fred out the door.

“Which way?” asked Fred.

“This way,” said Charlie. Fred started to march off immediately and Charlie was struggling to keep up with him.

“What’s going on Fred?” asked Charlie. “You said before it’s too late. Too late for what?”

“I’ve got to get this straight in my head,” said Fred. “I haven’t got time to explain this. All I can tell you at the moment is that John Riss is a very dangerous man, and that Simone wasn’t who you thought she was. Please just lead the way to his house.”

After a few minutes they arrived at John’s house. Fred marched straight up to the front door, rang the doorbell and then rattled the letterbox. John answered the door wearing a dressing gown.

“Mr West? And I see you’ve brought Charlie with you. Excellent. Come in.”

The two men followed John into the house and into the lounge. John motioned towards the settee and Charlie and Fred took a seat. John sat in the armchair.

“So how can I help you gentlemen?” asked John with a smug look on his face.

“Just tell us what the fuck is going on, Riss,” said Fred. “I’ve got a rough idea of what you’re up to, but what the fuck are you destroying this poor cunt for?”

“Oy,” said Charlie to Fred, but Fred ignored him as John stood up.

“As you are probably aware,” began John pacing back and forth in front of the television set, “we have been searching for the last few years for the missing canisters.”

“What?” said Charlie standing up. “Canisters? What the fuck? What’s going on?”

John sighed. “Okay. Explanation Time. Charlie, I am one of the Masters of the Backside Lizards. Over five hundred years ago, the founder of our, for want of a better term, secret society, came into the possession of a document describing three canisters which would fall from the sky in the first year of the new millennium containing what would be loosely translated as the Backside Lizards.”

Charlie’s mind suddenly made connection, the graffiti he had seen, the writing on the back of Simone’s phone number. He felt a chill run through his bones.

“Our society has existed to preserve this knowledge until the time of the Arrival, which already happened about a year ago. We have tracked down and retrieved these canisters and they are all ready waiting to be opened – in fact this will happen in about one hours’ time.”

He turned to Fred. “Now Fred, you asked where Charlie fitted into all this. As well as the canisters, we need the One Who Can Open Them. And that, Charlie, is where you fit in. The only creature that is capable of opening the canisters is a homunculus. I believe you are already acquainted with such a creature?”

“Well, yes, I, er, I found one in a garden,” said Charlie nervously.

“Ha,” laughed John. “You didn’t find it Charlie. You created it.”

“What?” said Charlie. He suddenly felt very, very ill.

“That’s bollocks,” said Fred. “The only person ever to have created an actual homunculus was Paracelsus. There aren’t any more.”

“Charlie is evidently unaware of his heritage.”

“He’s a descendant of Paracelsus?” asked Fred.

“That’s right,” said John. “Direct line. Our society was founded to follow the bloodline until the canisters arrived and then to take the homunculus to the place where they are to be opened. He is, I believe, already on his way. You’re already too late fellas.”

“Where are Pujol and Lézard?” asked Fred.

The conversation was interrupted by somebody coming in through the front door.

“Why that’ll be them now,” said John, as Dennis and Ray came into the room.

“What the fuck?” said Charlie in utter disbelief.

“Gentlemen, may I introduce Master Lézard?”

Dennis stepped forward.

“Master Lézard has been following Charlie here, by joining the same University course as him. It was he that spotted the shine that Charlie took to Miss Simone Eastwood and that is where Master Pujol came in.”

Ray stepped forward.

“Master Pujol is an absolute genius in the field of Artificial Intelligence. It was he that built the automaton.”

“Automaton,” said Charlie.

“Yeah,” snivelled Ray. “And I had to clean the bitch out after you’d finished with her. The strap-on was my revenge, hah.”

Simone was a robot. Charlie felt a rage sweep over him and as he stood up a sudden vision of a field with a tree at one end and then again it was gone. He sat back down.

“So now it is almost over. The One Who Can Open Them is nearing the location of the canisters and there is nothing you can do about it.”

“We can have a fucking go,” said Fred standing up. Charlie stood up with him. They faced the three Masters of the Backside Lizards who stood in front of the television. John laughed and put his foot up on the television stand. He farted a horrible wet fart and Fred and Charlie’s initial horror at seeing him follow through onto the carpet turned to absolute terror when they saw that it was not shit on the floor, but thousands of tiny lizards. “Come on man,” said Fred grabbing Charlie. “Let’s fucking get out of here.”
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Fred and Charlie ran as fast as they could back in the direction of Charlie’s house. After a few minutes they got to Charlie’s front door out of breath and totally exhausted. Charlie opened the door and they went inside. They went into Charlie’s lounge and collapsed on the sofa.

“What the fuck is going on?” asked Charlie.

“I’ll explain everything,” said Fred. “Have you got anything to drink?”

“I think I’ve still got some whiskey left. Hang on a minute,” said Charlie standing up.

Charlie went to the kitchen and poured a couple of glasses with whiskey. He returned to the lounge and handed one of them to Fred.

“This should calm our nerves down a bit,” said Fred taking a sip of the whiskey.

They sat there for a minute until they had reclaimed their breaths and calmed down a bit and then it was time for Fred to explain what was going on to Charlie.

“Okay,” said Charlie. “Do you mind explaining to me exactly what was going on back there? What the fuck came out of John’s arse, because that certainly wasn’t poo.”

“No, you’re right,” said Fred. “It was lizards.”

“Backside Lizards,” said Charlie. “What’s going on?”

“Nobody really knows much about them – well, except for John and his gang. As far as I know they came from space, arriving on our planet some time last year. These lizards have the power to possess people. They enter the human body through the bumhole and take over that person’s functions. Now as far as I can tell most of them are stored in these canisters that came from space and Riss, Lézard and Pujol have located and assembled these canisters at a certain location. If these canisters are opened, it could potentially mean that these lizards could take over the Earth.”

“And these canisters can only be opened by the homunculus. I thought I’d just imagined the whole thing. I thought I was just cracking up.”

“No,” said Fred. “At some point you created this homunculus. Now the only person to my knowledge who has ever created a homunculus was Paracelsus. He created his homunculus by assembling some alchemical ingredients, some bones, some skin fragments and hair, some semen and then he incubated this mixture in horse manure kept at a specific temperature until it grew into a little man. This little man then began to serve Paracelsus for a few days until it turned on him and ran away. I’m not sure what the relationship between the homunculus and the Backside Lizards is, but the three Masters of the Backside Lizards have worked very hard to create a complex plan in order to use you to create the homunculus.”

“But how can these three be Masters of the Backside Lizards? They just seemed like normal people until about ten minutes ago.”

“For a start,” said Fred, “the lizards seem to be able to increase the lifespan of their hosts. Riss, Lézard and Pujol are probably much older than you think. They also have a network of people working for them and they also have influence over the lizards themselves. It is very probable that the lizards actively wanted to be found. We must find out where they are and put a stop to their plans before the whole world becomes totally overrun by these fucking lizards. I myself first heard about Master Riss a while ago, but I so far hadn’t been able to track him down. I knew he was in Germany for a while, probably searching for one of the canisters, but then I totally lost his trail. Bizarrely he seems to have resurfaced in Manchester right under my very nose. It is very unfortunate that you have got mixed up in all this Charlie, but I am going to need your help if I am to find a way to stop these lizards from running riot.”

“What can I do?” asked Charlie. “I’ll do anything I can to help.”

“First, I need some information from you. Your relationship with Simone is important in all this but I’m not sure how. Obviously she was a replica of the real Simone, which the Masters of the Backside Lizards had seen that you were attracted to and built a robot replica of.”

“This is fucking crazy. She was real,” protested Charlie.

“Just tell me everything you can remember, every single detail.”

Charlie started to tell Fred as much as he could about his relationship with Simone. He had just got as far as telling him about the time she produced a strap-on from her bag and clammed up.

“What man?” said Fred. “What’s up?”

“Well…it’s embarrassing.”

“Is it to do with what Master Pujol said?” said Fred. “Something about a strap-on?”

Charlie went bright red. “Balls,” he said. “Yes, that’s what it was.”

“Seriously Charlie, you can’t leave anything out.”

Charlie explained about the incident and then explained about how she suddenly went cold on him, something that he couldn’t understand. He then told Fred about when he went round to John’s house.

“…and then John went to the Spice King to get some kebabs or something, and I was feeling really down and I was a bit pissed and stoned, and John had mentioned that there was a box of her stuff upstairs and so I went upstairs, just for a look, and the first thing I saw was a pair of her high heels. Man, she looked so sexy when she wore them I don’t know something about the smell but I just lost it. I wanked myself off into the shoe.”

Fred was sat there trying to keep a straight face.

“What?” asked Charlie. “Man this is serious this is.”

“I know,” said Fred. “I’m sorry. Please, heh, carry on.”

“Yeah, but I’m not some sort of perv. I’ve never done anything like that before. There was just something about the shoes, I’m not sure what.”

“Hmm, it’s possible that they had been treated with something, maybe some pheromone-based formula. But why would they want you to knock one out into a shoe? That doesn’t really make sense.”

“Do you think John knew that I would go upstairs and look through her stuff?”

“It’s probably. He would have chosen his words very carefully and if he suggested that you stayed where you were while he went to get the food then it’s possible that he was trying to get you to do this. Okay, well carry on.”

Charlie continued, explaining about his return home and then getting the call off Simone and going to meet her up in town and how she’d gone outside to take a phone call.

“…and I don’t know what came over me, but I couldn’t help it – I opened her handbag and cracked one off into it. Look, give over. I said I didn’t normally do this sort of thing.”

“Sorry,” said Fred stifling a chortle. “So what did you do with the bag?”

“Well, I wandered around the streets for a while and then I ended up in a garden. There was a compost heap and I shoved the bag into the compost and then fell asleep on a bench. And when I woke up -”

“The homunculus was there?”

“Yeah, how did you know?”

“Because the shoe incident and the bag incident are virtually the same. They were obviously using something to get you to belt one out and I think the first one may have been a test. The second time was for real. The bag must have contained the rest of the ingredients required to create the homunculus. The Masters of the Backside Lizards must have guessed that you, being a direct descendant of Paracelsus, would have known what to do, and that by being shitfaced you would do this primarily out of instinct.”

“So I did create the homunculus. And then when it turned on me, that’s when the Masters of the Backside Lizards stepped it to use it to open the canisters.”

“Yes, so now we’ve got to stop them. And that first means working out where they are.”

“Well about half an hour ago the homunculus was in a field,” said Charlie.

“How do you know that?” asked Fred bewildered.

“Because, when Ray told me about getting revenge on me with that strap-on I had what I thought was some sort of flashback. I’ve had a couple, but I haven’t recognised where they are from. It must be new visual information coming straight from the homunculus.”

“Of course,” said Fred. “You must be maintaining some sort of psychic link to the creature. So where is it now?”

“I, er, don’t know.”

“Okay,” said Fred. “Let’s try some mental exercises.”

“Mental,” said Charlie, taking a sip of his whiskey.

Fred stood up and moved two of the wooden chairs into the middle of the room. He sat on one of them and beckoned Charlie over. Charlie took a seat on the other chair. They sat there facing each other.

“Okay,” said Fred. “I want you to take deep breaths in and out and clear your mind of any thoughts.”

Charlie did as he was told and controlled his breathing. He mind was still awash with thoughts and feelings, especially of being lost – the last few days had been far too much for him to take in. Eventually he managed to control his thoughts and told Fred that he was ready.

“Right,” said Fred. “I want you to picture the homunculus in your head. Get a mental image of him and concentrate.”

Charlie pictured the homunculus in his head but he couldn’t concentrate on anything except wanting to throttle the creature. He opened his eyes, and then closed them and tried again. This time he had trouble even picturing the creature.

“It’s not working,” said Charlie.

“Just relax and concentrate,” said Fred. “Deep breaths in and out.”

Charlie closed his eyes again. He pictured the homunculus and concentrated on it. Despite holding an accurate mental image of the homunculus nothing was happening and Charlie was beginning to lose his temper.

“This is pointless!” shouted Charlie standing up and then a wave of nausea washed over him and his head dropped between his knees. He took a couple of breaths and then slowly looked up. Weirdly, he was outside, but low down – almost at ground level. He wasn’t sure but he seemed to be somewhere in the centre of Manchester walking along with some purpose in mind. He started to panic when he found out that he couldn’t control his movements at all, but then felt relieved as he realised that he had restored his psychic link to the homunculus and was merely seeing through its eyes.

“It’s working,” said Charlie.

He heard Fred’s voice, but weirdly disembodied floating around the back of his mind, saying, “Good. Good. What are you seeing now?”

Charlie could tell that the homunculus was somewhere in the middle of Manchester, but he wasn’t sure where. Nothing looked familiar because he was so low down. It gave a totally different perspective on the town, seeing it from this peculiar angle. There were tall buildings all around him and it did seem familiar but he couldn’t quite work it out. The homunculus came up to a road and looked from side to side before crossing. That was what Charlie needed to work out where he was.

“There’s a load of a abandoned buildings. I think they’re mills; I think we’re in Ancoats.”

“Ancoats?” asked Fred’s disembodied voice. “Do you know whereabouts?”

“It all looks familiar, give me a minute.”

The homunculus was now walking across a car park. The car park had three large trucks parked up, a couple of cars and a white van. At the other end of the car park was a large warehouse with lights on inside. The homunculus was striding purposely towards this building. As this scene faded back into the view from Charlie’s own eyes, Charlie knew that he had all the information he required to locate the Masters of the Backside Lizards.

Charlie picked himself up off the floor and said to Fred, “Come on. I know where they are.”

The pair of them finished off the last of their whiskeys on the way out of the door and after leaving Charlie’s flat they walked to the main road and hailed a taxi. A black cab pulled up and the men got in. “Ancoats please,” said Charlie, and the driver nodded and set off.

“Yeah man, it was well weird being inside someone else’s head like that,” said Charlie. “It’s the fact that you haven’t got any control over movement or anything like that. I suppose it’s like being sat up front in a car in you’re totally used to driving round yourself.”

“Well, hopefully it’s worked and we’re definitely going to the right place. You are sure you know exactly where we’re going?”

“Relax,” said Charlie. “We’re definitely going to the right place, unless the homunculus itself has got the wrong directions and it seemed to know exactly what it was doing.”

“Well hopefully that is the case. Now we just have to get there on time.”

“And then what are we going to do?” asked Charlie.

“Well,” said Fred smiling a half-smile. “I haven’t actually got that far yet. I suppose we have to find some way into the building and then cause some sort of distraction. I haven’t worked it out yet.”

Charlie looked alarmed.

“Don’t worry man,” said Fred. “I’ll have something worked out by the time this taxi gets there.” He turned round to half-face the driver and added, “if it fucking ever does.”

The taxi turned down Wilbraham Road.

“Excuse me mate,” said Fred. “It’s quicker to go the other way and we are in a bit of a hurry.”

The driver ignored him and sped down Wilbraham Road.

“Hoy,” said Fred tapping on the window. The driver continued to ignore him. The taxi was hurtling at a tremendous speed when they reached Princess Road and the driver used the handbrake to skid around the corner. The g-force sent Charlie flying across the back seat into Fred. They recovered momentarily and saw that they were heading at a breakneck pace north through Moss Side. Fred and Charlie both began to hammer on the window but it was no use, the driver had a purpose and was not letting anything distract him from his mission.

“What are we going to do?” asked Charlie, on the verge of shitting his pants with fear. Fred was less panicked and was trying to kick the window through with his Doc’s but it was no use, the glass was reinforced and there was no way that he was going to be able to break it. He sighed and sat back resigned to his fate, turned to Charlie and said, “I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see where the cunt takes us.”

The taxi carried on through Hulme and headed towards Salford. Charlie and Fred resigned to the fact that they weren’t getting out of there sat back in the taxi and tried to mentally prepare themselves for any danger that they were going to face. The taxi screeched into an empty car park near the Salford-Manchester border and then stopped right in the middle. A few seconds later, a white van pulled into the car park and stopped near them. The driver got out of the taxi and walked over towards the van. Charlie and Fred noticed that he was wearing a pair of white overalls. Three similarly dressed men got out of the van. “Shit,” said Charlie as the taxi driver opened the door.

“Come on,” said Fred opening the taxi door, “we can take these bastards on.” He got out of the taxi and stood waiting for Charlie to get out. Charlie was not really up for fighting four men between the two of them and reluctantly got out of the taxi. “Okay,” said Charlie. “What’s the plan?”

The four men had grouped and walked slowly towards them.

“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” shouted Fred. “My friend and I were merely on our way to Toys ‘R’ Us to pick up some things for a christening we’re attending tomorrow.”

The four overalled men stopped in a line and the one who had been driving the taxi said, “We know who you are and we knew there was a chance you would interfere with the affairs of the Masters of the Backside Lizards. That interference is going to stop now, and we are going to make sure of that.”

Suddenly the four men charged towards Charlie and Fred. Fred roared and charged towards them. Charlie, at a loss as to what to do also started shouting and running towards the men in overalls. Fred ran towards the middle of the line and as the two teams met in the middle Fred stuck his arms out to either side of him knocking the two men in the centre flying backwards towards their van. This left a gap and Charlie ran towards the man on the left. 

The man swung for Charlie but Charlie was ready and ducked and as the man’s arm flailed through the air into nothing, forcing him off balance, Charlie countered with a quick uppercut punch to the guts as he rose back to full height winding the man. Charlie cracked down with his elbow on the man’s back knocking him to the floor. Charlie was about to turn to take care of the other guy when he felt the full force of the man’s punch in his back.

The two men that Fred had knocked to the ground tried to scramble to their feet before Fred arrived. The one that Fred hadn’t decided to concentrate on manage to get up, but the other felt the hammer blow of Fred’s Doc’s to his knackers. He let out a hideously high-pitched yelp as the other man grabbed Fred round the neck. This was a mistake as Fred was substantially larger than his opponent. Fred reached over his shoulder and grabbed the man’s neck, threw him over his shoulder and tightened the reverse headlock he had on the man. Fred then span around quickly smashing the man’s head into the van behind him, just in time to see Charlie going down after the punch to his back.

Fred knew that he needed to dispatch his opponents quickly in order to help his friend so he quickly spun the man he held hold of around him and smashed the man’s head into the van again, clocking his other opponent’s move in the process. He spun the man back around just in time to use his face as a shield from his other opponent’s punch. The man’s punch had knocked out his colleague and as he stood there looking horrified, Fred’s fist smashed through his consciousness like a high speed train. Stamping on the man’s face for good measure, Fred went to help his mate.

Charlie had fallen to the floor and the man who had put him there was kicking him in the ribs and the one Charlie had floored was picking himself off the ground in order to do exactly the same thing. The men obviously hadn’t expected Fred to have been so quick at dealing with their colleagues because the one kicking Charlie suddenly received Fred’s anvil like fist in the side of his neck sending him crashing to the floor like a sack of potatoes. Seeing the pure rage plastered across Fred’s face the other man started running. Charlie got up off the floor clutching his aching ribcage and seeing his opponent on the floor started putting in the boot himself, asking the man, “how do you like it, you fucking cunt?”

Fred pursued the man across the car park, his size completely belying his speed, and he soon caught up to the man and hit him in the back with the palm of his hand. The mighty shove sent the man’s feet totally out of kilter and he crashed to his knees, Fred following up with an almighty boot straight up the man’s dot with his huge Doc Martin boots. His opponent thought he was going to puke up the entire contents of his cackpipe in the few seconds before Fred grabbed him around the neck and led him back across the car park to Charlie and the man’s fallen colleagues.

“Come on!” yelled Fred, inches away from Charlie’s face. “Let’s get these cunts under the wheels of the taxi so I can reverse over their faces.”

“Fred man,” pleaded Charlie. “Calm the fuck down for Christ’s sake. You can’t go reversing over people’s faces man.”

Fred took a deep breath and the look of sheer rage melted off his face. “You’re quite right,” said Fred calmly. “Let’s take their uniforms and vehicles. We’ve still got a job to do and there isn’t a lot of time left.”

They took the overalls of the two nearest men and quickly changed into them in the back of the white van. Fred looked uncomfortable in his overalls as none of the men really had the stature that Fred did. Charlie’s on the other hand fitted perfectly, in fact they were really comfortable. Maybe I should take up DIY after this has all blown over, he though to himself.

“I’ll take the taxi,” said Charlie. “You follow in the van.”

“Sounds cool,” said Fred.

They got out the back of the van to see some sort of black liquid had appeared over their fallen opponents.

“Fuck,” said Fred. “Run for it.”

Initially confused, Charlie started legging it as soon as he saw that the liquid was more of the lizards. He leapt into the taxi and took off as fast as he could. He paused at the entrance of the car park to allow Fred to catch up and then they headed off across Manchester into the night.

24

The Mad Man’s Revenge

Charlie pulled the taxi up to a halt in a street nearby to the car park he had seen previously though the homunculus’ eyes and was presently joined by Fred in the white van. They stepped out of their vehicles and discussed how they were going to put an end to the Masters of the Backside Lizards’ plans.

“Okay,” said Fred. Let’s head over to the building and see if we can find some sort of way in.

Charlie nodded in agreement and they walked over to the building. Across the car park they could see two men in white overalls stood guard at the entrance to the warehouse.

“Should we take them?” asked Charlie.

“Don’t be daft,” said Fred. “As soon as we start punching, one scream will alert the rest of them and the place will be swarming with overalled twats. No, we need to be more subtle. Let’s see if there’s another way in.”

They walked around the car park down the backstreet to see if they could find another way of entering the building without alerting everyone inside to their presence. Round the back side of the building there was some iron steps up to a door on the first floor of the warehouse.

“Look,” said Fred pointing at the staircase. “That’s either a fire escape or a possibly an entrance to an office. I reckon that’s our best bet.”

“There’s one bloke up at the top of the stairs,” said Charlie. “Do you reckon it’s safe to tackle him?”

“Leave it to me,” said Fred. “Let’s go.”

The two men stealthily approached the stairs, keeping an eye out for any other men in the overall uniforms, but saw none save the man at the top of the stairs. They walked calmly up the iron steps to where the man stood guard at the doorway with Fred leading the way. As they got to the top, Fred spoke to the man at the top of the stairs.

“We have a special delivery that the Masters wanted placing in the office,” said Fred in a flat voice.

“What is it?” said the man.

“I’m not sure, but the orders were to deliver it to the office,” replied Fred.

“Okay,” said the man. “Let’s see it.”

Fred reached into the pocket in the front of his overalls and pulled something out clenched tightly in his fist. Charlie didn’t have a clue what it was.

“What is it?” asked the man curiously.

“Nowt,” said Fred, whacking the man squarely in the jaw. The man fell backwards off the balcony landing on the pavement below.

“Shit,” said Fred turning to Charlie. “I hope nobody heard that.”

“Do you think we should go down and hide him?”

“Nah, fuck that. Let’s just get this over with,” said Fred opening the door at the top of the stairs.

The door let into a small office, or rather the remains of an office. A battered desk stood in the centre of the room with the drawers missing. There was also a filing cabinet in the corner of the room, slowly rusting to death. There was a large dirty window on the other side of the room through which they could see a metal balcony, although from their side of the room they didn’t have the angle to see the floor of the warehouse.

Fred dropped to his knees and Charlie followed suit and then they crawled across the floor towards the window at the far side of the office. Once there they raised themselves up, but all they could see through the filthy window was movement on the floor downstairs.

“We’re going to have to get through the door and on to that balcony,” said Fred.

“Yeah,” said Charlie. “I can’t see anything at all through this stupid window.”

Charlie crawled over to the door which led out on to the balcony. It wasn’t firmly shut and Charlie managed to open it slightly ajar with his fingertips. Through the gap he could hear one of the Masters of the Backside Lizards, probably John, making a speech.

“…their rightful place at the centre of our world. As their most trusted servants, you have been specially chosen to carry out their work, which you have already performed more than adequately. Thanks to you all, this momentous occasion has become entirely possible.”

The sounds of applause around the room marked their chance. Charlie nodded over to Fred and then opened the door wide enough for them to fit through. They crawled out on to the balcony and shut the door behind them, hoping that they hadn’t been noticed, as the applause drew to a close.

They crawled closer to the edge of the balcony and peered over onto the floor beneath them. The warehouse was empty except for the scene in the centre of the room below them. In the exact centre of the room were three black rectangular canisters forming a triangle. The triangle was completed by slabs of marble at each of the vertices, each one with an ornate occult symbol engraved on its surface. In the centre of this triangle stood a marble plinth. The whole building was filled with the solemnity of ceremony and the air was pregnant with expectations. The three Masters of the Backside Lizards were stood near the corners of the triangle dressed in black robes with hoods pulled over their heads, and there were around forty men in overalls stood all around the room.

“Any bright ideas?” asked Fred hopefully.

“Soz man,” said Charlie shaking his head.

Downstairs, the Masters of the Backside Lizards continued with their rituals.

“Now it is time for us to begin the ceremony. Please everyone assume your positions whilst we await the coming of the One Who Can Open Them.”

The men in overalls on the floor below began to form an equilateral triangle of their own around the one already stationed in the centre of the room, as the Masters of the Backside Lizards took their places on the marble slabs on the corners. The men in the overalls began to chant, a chant that was completely unintelligible to the two unseen men on the balcony above them. 

Over the top of this chant, the Masters of the Backside Lizards began a chant of their own, chanting in unison a bizarre, jarring counterpoint to the chant of the other men. The chant of the men grew louder playing in and out of the chant of the Masters of the Backside Lizards and then the chant of the Masters broke off into three separate chants, each of the three Masters of the Backside Lizards introducing their own hideous theme into the mix. The whole thing was slanted and disgusting, and the main chant from the men on the floor intertwined, playing in and out of the three respective melodies as the sounds of the Masters of the Backside Lizards merged back into their original chant. 

Now everyone was chanting the same chant louder and louder and the room seemed to be filled with a buzzing sound, like that of a fucked telly. It was at the same time beautiful and horrifically foul. Then abruptly, the sound ceased. Slowly across the floor walked the homunculus, clad in tiny white ceremonial robes. The homunculus entered the centre of the triangle and climbed the tiny steps up to the top of the marble plinth.

“Man if you have any ideas, I think now would be a good time to get them off your chest,” whispered Fred.

“My mind’s a complete blank,” said Charlie, the fear that gripped him audible in his words.

The homunculus repeated the final chant in a high-pitched voice as the rest of the building was doused in complete silence. The creature then emitted a high-pitched screech and all the windows in the building exploded, including the window behind Charlie and Fred who covered their heads with their arms as they were showered with glass. Charlie and Fred looked on in horror as the canisters on the floor below them began to quiver, more wildly and wildly out of shape.

The forty or so men in overalls turned around to face outwards from the triangle formation. They then all bent over and unhitched the flap at the back of their overalls to reveal forty-odd hairy arses. Charlie and Fred felt sickened, not so much by the sight of the arses but with the dread of what was about to happen next. The homunculus continued his high-pitched noise which changed and varied in tone, more rapidly and very disjointed, like a scratched CD. 

It was a weird terrible noise as the lizards began to swarm from the vibrating canisters. The lizards poured across the floor like some vile black liquid forming streams towards the backsides of the waiting men. The lizards drove into the backsides of the people on the floor and soon all the lizards were inside the arses of all the men around the construct in the centre of the room.

There was a pause for a few precious seconds as Charlie and Fred waiting with baited breath. Then one of the workers exploded in a shower of loads of lizards, far more than had ever gone into his bum. Another exploded, then another and another, each one in a shower of tens of thousands, maybe hundreds of the tiny black lizards.

Charlie and Fred turned and looked at each other with expressions of sheer horror on their faces with the realisation that there may be absolutely no way to stop these hideous things from taking over the entire planet. Each exploding man was producing at least twenty times the amount of lizards that had originally gone up their chutes. At this rate the world could be taken over in a matter of days – maybe even hours.

“This is horrible,” said Charlie. “What can we do? What can we fucking do man?”

Charlie’s speech was punctuated with the sounds of exploding idiot from the floor downstairs.

“What are you asking me for?” said Fred, frustrated with his own lack of constructive ideas. “I’ve got us this far, what have YOU come up with?”

“Yeah, but you always have a plan. You must have some ideas.”

“For fuck’s sake,” said Fred. “I don’t deal with fucking arse lizards every single day of my fucking life you know. Why don’t you have any ideas? After all it’s your fucking homunculus that’s bringing this whole thing to a head.”

“Hey,” said Charlie, visibly offended, “I was tricked into making that homunculus. I was just a pawn in the sick twisted games of them three cunts down there. It’s not my fault. If I could think of something, I fucking would.”

Fred suddenly had an idea and it was all he could to do not to smile a huge grin. He managed to keep the same angry expression on his face as he laid into Charlie with a full frontal verbal assault.

“Yeah, tricked into it by your robot girlfriend you mean. I mean, are you shit thick or what? No wonder you can’t fucking come up with a plan, you dick. I mean how can you fall for something like that – it’s the oldest trick in the fucking book.”

“What do you mean, the oldest trick in the book? Simone was totally believable. If you’d met her you’d know,” Charlie was almost in tears at this point. “They made me do it, they made me fall in love, it’s their fault, they’ve fucking ruined my life.”

Although it hurt Fred immensely, he had to carry on if there was to be any chance of preventing the impending atrocity.

“You stupid fucking cunt. You fell in love with a robot? Jesus H. Christ man, how could you be so absolutely dense. Did it never occur to you that a woman like that would never have anything to do with a prick like you?”

“You don’t know what it was like,” said Charlie with tears of grief and anger in his eyes. “I believed in her. She was so real. She was so…real.”

“Yeah,” said Fred fighting back the lump in his own throat. “So real you let her do you up the arse?”

Charlie snapped. All the rage and anger and grief suddenly burst out of his and he rolled over and swung a punch at Fred’s face. It never connected. A wave of pure sickness washed over Charlie and he clutched his stomach and all of a sudden he wasn’t aware of himself at all.

Charlie was suddenly in the centre of the room, again seeing through the homunculus eyes. He felt wobbly, unaccustomed to being inside the small man’s little body, and regained his balance just in time to prevent himself from falling off the edge of the plinth. This was different. This time he was totally in control of the homunculus, he had taken over not just the eyes, but the whole of the tiny creature.

The final workers exploded, and Charlie knew exactly what he had to do. He lifted up his robe and bared his backside. The lizards, which had formed a layer a couple of inches thick on the floor, all started moving back towards the centre of the room. The three Masters of the Backside Lizards pulled the hoods back from their heads revealing three shocked faces. This wasn’t in the script. The lizards swarmed into the arse of the homunculus and Charlie nearly found himself collapsing with the pain of it. The lizards continued to swarm into the homunculus’ crack as the three Masters of the Backside Lizards stared on, transfixed by fear, not able to do anything.

All the lizards were now inside the homunculus, who could barely moved, swollen with the content. He managed to paddle round and pointed his rear end at Ray Pujol and farted a great big dirty, lizardy follow-through fart, spraying thick black bum mud composed entirely of little black lizards directly at the Master of the Backside Lizard’s face. Pujol got a massive mouthful, collapsing as the homunculus paddled around to face directly away from Dennis Lézard, following through with equal, if not greater force directly into the man’s mouth.

Lézard collapsed to and Fred nodded to himself up on the balcony, his plan rapidly becoming a success. The homunculus finished off by pointing his bumhole directly at the face of John Riss. He breathed in a great big gulp of air and swallowed it into his guts. He bend over to allow the air to pass all the way through his guts and then let rip with the dirtiest fart that has ever been done in history. A stream of bum lizards parped through the air, filling John’s mouth and knocking him cleanly to the floor.

Simultaneously, all three Masters of the Backside Lizards exploded, shooting lizards in every direction, millions of them at the very least, all across the factory. Fred had just managed to drag Charlie, who was still inhabiting the body of the homunculus, into the office in time to escape the shower of lizards that splashed over the balcony. He laid his friend out on the desk in the middle of the room and then walked over to the window, unable to tear himself away from the scene below him.

Charlie, as the homunculus, stood emptied on the centre of the plinth as the lizards began to swarm on the floor. There was a pool of lizards gathered around the triangular construct in a circle. Charlie could not do anything but stand and watch with fear. He wanted desperately to get out of the body of the homunculus, but couldn’t manage it and as the lizards began to swarm around and around his plinth he let out a high-pitched homunculan scream. The lizards were hungry for bum.

Around and around the lizards trooped in an anti-clockwise, the circle becoming smaller and smaller, tightening around the plinth like a noose. Fred yelled “Charlie!” from the balcony. The homunculus spun around to face Fred, so far away with a terrified look on it’s little face. “What am I meant to do?” screamed Charlie inside the little creature. “I don’t know,” shouted Fred. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

The creatures were now concentrated in a black mess around the base of the plinth, and they slowly made their way up the little steps of the plinth. There was nowhere for the homunculus to run. With tears in its eyes, the homunculus got on all fours and offered its pipe to the hideous little creatures.

The lizards began to pile into the homunculus’ shitter at a massive speed, the poor little creature doubling in size every couple of seconds and visibly becoming darker. As the lizards piled in, the homunculus was getting fatter and fatter and changing colour to black. The lizards were being sucked into the little man like dust up a hoover and eventually there were none left. The homunculus lay on the centre of the plinth like a ugly black balloon, bloated and sickening. Fred watched in horror as the creature swelled up more as it took off and began to float slowly up into the air above the plinth. By the time the homunculus had reached the centre of the room it was larger than Fred.

The homunculus had reached critical mass and began to wobble and writhe about in mid-air, in the throws of some mad dangerous fit. All of a sudden the creature imploded with a loud crack, and then the horrid dribble of a dirty fart.

In the office, Fred tried desperately to wake his friend. Charlie lay prone and lifeless on the desk whilst Fred slapped him about the face.

“Oh Jesus,” said Fred holding his head in his hands. “I shouldn’t have pushed him this far. I should have fucking pushed him this far. Making him take over the creature like that…”

“I’m just glad the little cunt’s been destroyed,” said Charlie, awake at last.

“You’re alive,” said Fred in astonishment.

“Yeah man,” said Charlie, but what the fuck just went off?”
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From Safety to Where?

Fred helped Charlie, who was feeling very weak, down the stairs outside back to ground level. After a few minutes sitting down on the steps, Charlie felt strong enough to walk on his own. They walked over to the taxi and got inside, Fred sitting in the driver’s seat and Charlie lying down on the back seat.

“I think a pint is in order,” said Fred.

“Nearest pub please,” said Charlie, managing a chuckle.

They drove down through Piccadilly and stopped outside Finnegan’s Wake. Whilst getting a couple of pints down their necks, they naturally discussed their favourite work’s of literature.

“…and I think without a doubt, Peden will eventually become known as a more accomplished writer even than Joyce.”

“Bollocks,” said Charlie. “Anyway, can you explain what happened back there? What were we arguing about?”

Fred sighed into his beer.

“I was really nasty to you man. I didn’t mean it of course, but I’d noticed the only time you were making a psychic link with the homunculus was when you were full of rage and grief, and the idea came upon me that the link would be much stronger if I put you back into the original frame of mind you were in at the moment you created the creature,” explained Fred.

“I feel much better now that the creature has been destroyed. It feels like the whole thing never happened. I don’t have any feelings left for Simone, I don’t feel depressed and worthless anymore. In fact, I feel better now than I have done in years. Although the memory of taking all them lizards up the bum will stay with me forever,” said Charlie.

They laughed and finished their pints. Fred went to the bar to get some more beer and Charlie chuckled to himself, partly because of the weight of his feeling that had been lifted from his shoulders and also out of a sense of relief that the whole nightmare he had entered into a couple of weeks previously had finally ended.

Fred returned with the pints and they sat and talked about lighter things for a while. They looked around at the other patrons of the pub, people who had no idea that their very existence had just been saved by the two friends sat at the table. Charlie almost felt a sense of loss knowing that he would have to go back to having a normal life, although memories of the last couple of weeks would live with him forever.

“So what are you going to do next?” asked Fred.

“Go home, have a shower, kip?” suggested Charlie.

“No man, I mean longer term than that.”

“Well, I might as well finish my course off. I’ve not got long left and then, I don’t know. I’ll just see what the future throws up.”

“Aye,” said Fred sipping his ale. “Hopefully not having to deal with another wave of space lizards that want to destroy humans from the bumhole outwards.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said Charlie and raised his glass. The pair of them clinked glasses and knew from that moment that they would be friends for life. Something like this always has a way of forging bonds between the folk it affects.

“So anyway,” said Charlie. “The one thing I don’t understand is how you know Simone, or at least that she was on an archaeological expedition to Easter Island.”

“It’s almost entirely impossible to explain,” said Fred, “but essentially, I’m there with her right now.”

“What?” said Charlie.

“I told you man,” said Fred. “It’s impossible to explain. Not with at least a doctorate level understanding of quantum mechanics. Anyway, the real Simone is safe and well and not a robot or anything like that. The best thing you can do is to totally forget about her man.”

“I already am doing,” said Charlie. “I can barely even remember what she looks like and the feelings I did have for her have sort of…evaporated.”

“It’s the destruction of the homunculus. I dread to think what would have happened if the creature hadn’t been destroyed. There was definitely some sort of weird duality thing going on between the pair of you. I’m just glad to have you back man, that’s all.”

“Me too man, me too,” said Charlie. He put down his almost empty glass on the table and stood up. “Come on man,” he said to Fred. “Let’s get out of here. The sooner I can forget about this whole sorry mess, the sooner I can return to normality.”

“Totally man,” said Fred putting down his glass and putting his jacket on. “Let’s go.”

And the two friends walked out of the pub and back to reality. On the way through the door, Fred said to Charlie, “I thought you drank lager anyway?”

“Nope,” said Charlie bemused, “Guinness.”

“Hmm,” said Fred, “I could have sworn you were drinking lager last night. Anyway…” Fred shrugged his shoulders and they went outside on their way home.

One of the bar staff wandered over to the table to retrieve the empties and as he picked up the almost empty glass of Guinness, he saw with horror that it was not Guinness at all, but that the bottom of the glass contained hundreds of tiny black lizards.
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