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BONELORD





CHAPTER EIGHT

Nick swore loudly and flung the almanac he’d just purchased into his bedside bin. Nothing but full moons all week. Meaning that if he couldn’t locate Capello during the hours of daylight, he was looking at a nocturnal tête-à-tête with his former buddy – along with the ever-present threat of that becoming a sudden skull-a-tête.

Nick had looked everywhere he could think of during the day, wracking his brains to figure out where Capello might be hiding. But after twenty minutes or so, he’d become hungry, hit up a carvery and then gone back to bed for a bit, realising he’d need to be fully alert for whatever the night ahead might throw at him.

Now, he’d woken up before his alarm clock’s third snooze cycle, and was lying in a pool of his own sweat – a result of the pork roast, he assumed, before realising his reeking perspiration was instead coming from an intangible sense of fear. A sense of fear, he now saw, caused by those rays of silvery light passing through his apartment window between the partly drawn curtains.

The beams . . . of a full moon.

Nick kicked back his bedcovers, pulled back the curtains fully and gazed up past the drifting clouds.

There it was again: that gleaming, grinning, death’s head smile. A smile Nick now knew was the hallucinatory visage of the all-powerful, formerly fictional Bonelord. A demonic murdering skeleton Nick had originally conceived as a Hamburgian verevulf. Sure, Nick had penned any number of fictional skeletons over the years; had, in fact, created the very army of Boners that eventually came to terrifying life when the portal in his brain first opened, releasing his horrific fictional imaginings upon an unsuspecting humanity.

But Bonelord was different. Bonelord was some crazed and unholy crossbreed between Nick’s Hamburgian verevulf and a gothic Italian crime mystery penned by some cheap, thieving literary hack. Nick would naturally be pursuing his own vendetta against this ‘Fernando Corbuccini’ as soon as the blood was dry on his current assignment, but he had to give the guy some credit, at least. The name ‘Bonelord’ had a certain ring to it, after all. In fact, Nick couldn’t help but feel an icy chill freeze his spine as he gazed up into that cold and distant orb above, and whispered the name aloud . . .

‘Bonelord . . . Bonelord . . . Lord of the Bone. No, that’s not quite as good. Lord Over All Bone . . . Scratch that. Bonelord . . . Yep, fair enough. Bonelord it is.’

As Nick said ‘Bonelord’ once again for the hell of it, the telephone on his bedside table rang. He grabbed it and cradled the receiver against his shoulder.

‘Yup?’

‘Nick!’ said a familiar voice.

‘Capello!’ Nick said back. ‘Where the hell are you, bud?’

‘Where you just said, Nick. In hell.’

‘What, Hell itself?’

‘In hell, Nick. I am in hell.’

‘I know that, but do you mean literal Hell or figurative hell? If you’re in literal Hell I can’t do anything about it at the moment – not until I track down a late-night satanist. Which will be tough right now, as it’s the witching hour.’

‘I’m not in literal Hell, Nick. I’m in . . . the other hell.’

Capello’s voice began to waver, and Nick could hear tears beginning to well in the Italian’s eyes. ‘But I may be in literal Hell soon enough . . .’

‘So, just to clarify, you’re talking about being in figurative hell?’

‘I think so, Nick. To be honest, I don’t know what “figurative” means.’

‘Yes, you do, Capello. You said, “I’m in hell,” by which, presumably, you meant you aren’t in literal Hell, but instead a hell of your own making?’

‘Yes, Nick.’

‘Then that, Capello, is figurative hell. Hell that is not literal, but essentially still hell for you, because it constitutes some form of internal psychological hell.’

‘Yes! Yes! That’s exactly the kind of hell I’m talking about.’

‘Great. We got there in the end.’

‘Thanks, Nick.’

‘Any time, Capello. I’m a writer at heart, so words are my business. Consider my help on this one an introductory gift.’

‘Nick, I need to talk to you.’

‘We’re talking now.’

‘Not on the phone. We need to talk . . . in person.’

Is that what this is, Capello? A chance to debone me, as well? The one person getting close to curtailing your continuous debonings? Am I to be your next debonee?

But however much Nick might be dreading an unwanted violent altercation with his old buddy, Capello was still that: Nick’s buddy. And Nick would never, ever, abandon a buddy in need. After all, this might be Nick’s only remaining chance to find some way of helping Capello. If he could find out what exactly made Bonelord tick – or, more specifically, click – he might thereby discover some way of lifting the dreaded curse.

‘Where are you, Capello? I’ll come straight over.’

‘I’m in the Italian cemetery, Nick. The literal Italian cemetery. Not the figurative one.’

‘I know it well, Capello.’

‘Meet me at the Mantovani mausoleum.’

There was a click as the phone line went dead.

Great, thought Nick. The Mantovani mausoleum.

The one building in the entire cemetery that the moon shone directly down upon . . .

*

Nick pulled up outside the cemetery gates with his Honda Civic’s headlamps extinguished. He wanted to be able to locate Capello unseen, not the other way round. But the unwieldy luminescence generated by the rays of the full moon above essentially rendered that plan useless, so he switched them on after all. Then instantly switched them off again, as it was time to kill the car’s engine and step out of the vehicle.

Nick made his way slowly through crumbling rows of elaborately carved gravestones, pausing occasionally to examine names he could still recall from various local news bulletins. Those corpses of mafia families either electrocuted by the authorities, or machine-gunned to mince by distant relatives in the seemingly endless turf wars and blood feuds that had plagued Stalkford’s underworld for decades. It took a while for Nick to realise he’d yet to pass a single stone tablet commemorating the memory of the Mantovani family – but then he also realised he’d yet to arrive at the mausoleum itself.

Spying a silvery sheen of reflected moonlight glowing brightly from the sloping marble roof of some distant structure, Nick continued onward, through the graves. As he drew closer to the building up ahead, he began to perceive around it a number of ornately sculpted plinths and columns, formerly resplendent examples of Roman-style architecture, now crumbling into ruin.

‘La Famiglia Mantovani . . .’ said Nick, reading from a weathered crest set below the triangular arch of the stone mausoleum, tinged by age and decay with an eerie, greenish hue. Within its dark interior, Nick knew, lay the rotting, web-strewn tombs and dusty crypts of Countess Margarita Mantovani and the long-deceased members of her infamous crime clan.

‘That’s them, Nick,’ said a familiar voice, directly above him. ‘The Mantovanis.’

Nick looked up to see a thin, wasted-looking, moustachioed figure crouched on the roof of the mausoleum. It was Capello. He was still wearing the same bespattered napkin he’d put on at Giuseppe’s joint, though he looked physically emaciated now, as if the hot-headed Italian had eaten nothing else in days, even though in actual fact it was just the one day.

Nick ducked as Capello leaped suddenly from the roof of the mausoleum, over his head, to land a short distance behind him. Nick turned with him, realising his own body was now trapped between Capello and the mausoleum’s yawning entrance.

‘I’m guessing they’ve all been deboned by a sentient giant skeleton in a red cape,’ said Nick, coming to the point immediately in order to prevent any tiresome small talk or unnecessary fencing. ‘A sentient giant skeleton in a red cape, who goes by the name of Bonelord . . .’

‘How do you know?’ said Capello, eyes darting wildly left and right in a manner Nick assumed to be caused by either anxiety or terror, but which was actually due to a persistent floater Capello was attempting to periodically shift from his central vision.

‘That hipster witness, Capello. Up at the asylum. The one you refused to meet because you knew all too well that he’d seen you, and you alone, deboning all and sundry inside Mantovani’s restaurant.’

‘Hey, that wasn’t me, Nick.’

‘Quit stalling, Capello. I know full well you’re currently embodying the fictional-protagonist-slash-antagonist of my lost werewolf novel A Hamburgian Verevulf in Stalkford – a book chopped up and re-penned by some Italian chancer who turned my titular lycanthrope into a giant skeleton in a red cape called Bonelord.’

‘So you do know . . .’ said Capello, wearily.

‘That you’re the one behind all these mass debonings, Capello? Yeah, I know that. And I also know you’re doing it to exact revenge on those members of the Mantovani family who placed this curse upon you. But why take the lives of innocent bystanders, simply to wreak your own bloody path of vengeance on the Mantovanis?’

‘Believe me, Nick,’ said Capello. ‘I have no memory of what I’m doing when I do all this deboning . . .’

‘The pools of blood are a good clue.’

‘Yes, Nick, but I cannot remember my debonings. It is as if I am possessed by the skull of Bonelord himself, with no mind of my own.’

‘No “it is as ifs” about it, Capello. You are possessed by the skull of Bonelord.’

Without warning, Capello took a sudden step forward. Instantly, Nick whipped out his .44 revolver and aimed it at the Italian’s heart.

‘Silver bullets, Capello,’ said Nick. ‘So no tricks.’

‘Silver bullets cannot save you, Nick,’ Capello replied, looking at Nick as if he was about to pounce at him. ‘Silver bullets might have worked on a mere verevulf, but they are useless against the mighty mincing marrow of Bonelord.’

‘Want to test that theory, Capello?’ said Nick icily, refusing to lower his gun – even though he knew deep down that Capello was right. He’d need bullets filled with powdered osteoporosis to even think of tackling Bonelord.

‘Nothing can destroy Bonelord, Nick. Bonelord is undefeatable. Immortal. The ultimate supernatural demon, cursed to wander this earth as a giant skeleton in a red cape.’

‘With a moustache,’ said Nick.

‘You said it, Nick. A giant skeleton in a red cape with a moustache who does nothing but debone all the time.’

Suddenly, the expression on Capello’s face began to soften, and Nick could see tears slowly welling in his buddy’s eyes.

‘Why me, Nick? Why am I Bonelord? I thought I was a character from one of your Nelson Strain novels come to life when that brain portal of yours opened up. But this week I’m no longer dead, and am suddenly a giant skeleton in a red cape with a moustache. What gives?’

‘I can’t answer that, Capello,’ said Nick. Actually, he could – but Nick didn’t want to risk Capello deboning him right here and now in some sudden rage about Nick having scraped the bottom of his creative barrel for a premade character that he’d then immediately hawked to some distant foreign market. ‘But I’m here to help,’ he added, placatingly.

‘No one can help me, Nick. As far as I can tell, I have one choice only. One way alone to free myself from this curse. You know what that is.’

True, Nick did know what that was. And yet there was still something Nick didn’t know. Something he intended to find out, if only to get one up on Roz back at the station. Something that would explain the distinct lack of Mantovani blood present at the police station slaying.

‘You need to kill all eight Mantovanis,’ replied Nick, stalling for time.

‘Just like your book says, Nick. I must kill and debone those eight members of the Mantovani family who placed this curse upon me. Only then will the curse of Bonelord be lifted. And if I have to take out gatherings of innocent people along the way? Well, them’s the breaks.’

‘Except for one thing, Capello,’ Nick countered. ‘Eight members of the Mantovani family have already been deboned – and yet you’re still Bonelord. Eight massacres, eight Mantovanis.’

‘Wrong, Nick. I have killed only seven Mantovanis.’

At last, thought Nick, sensing an imminent revelation that might somehow explain the police station blood-related anomaly . . .

‘Seven?’ he said aloud. ‘Count them, Capello. The swimming pool slaying, the city council AGM, that garden centre deboning, the ill-fated booze cruise, the unholy meat raffle chow-down, the Raunch Pot, the police station massacre and Mantovani’s restaurant. That comes to eight. Eight massacres. Eight dead Mantovanis. With the exception of the restaurant slaying in which Giuseppe Mantovani’s multiple sons also died, but I assume you’re just focusing on the eight that cursed you specifically.’

‘I made a mistake, Nick,’ said Capello, gravely. ‘At the police station deboning. I missed one of those eight Capello-cursing Mantovanis.’

At last, thought Nick again, welcoming Capello’s imminent revelation that was no longer imminent.

‘Nonsense, bud,’ he bluffed, baiting Capello for further revelations. ‘Roz found Roberto Mantovani’s locket in the human swill. She’s separating blood cells as we speak in the hope of identifying him formally.’

‘But she will never find him, Nick. Because Roberto Mantovani was not in the building at the time.’

‘Not in the building?’ queried Nick, sensing he was getting close to a more important and potentially terrifying plot revelation.

‘You told me yourself, Nick. The Mantovani in question was away from the station because he was out . . . wiretapping your apartment.’

Nick gasped, incredulous, as said more important terrifying plot revelation kicked in.

‘You mean . . . Bob Kettlestrom?’

‘Real name, Roberto Mantovani, Nick. Giuseppe Mantovani’s brother.’

‘But he’s the police commissioner, Capello. How can a member of a leading mafia family be that – and also former head of Stalkford’s FBI Office? Unless . . .’

Suddenly everything made sense. For there were bad apples on the force, and then there was Bob Kettlestrom. No doubt it would be a cinch for Stalkford’s mafia to run illegal late-night lock-ins if the head of the entire police force was a secret member of its very own mafia clan. And, unwittingly, Roz was now part of that endemic corruption plaguing Stalkford’s constabulary. Or what was left of it.

Jeez, thought Nick. Hadn’t most of Stalkford’s officers just been wiped out by Bonelord? No doubt Kettlestrom had suspected he might soon be in Bonelord’s firing line, given that the demon was actively hunting down each member of the Mantovani family who’d placed the curse, and had therefore taken to making himself scarce via regular covert operations. Evidently he’d thought nothing of risking the safety of those upstanding, incorruptible officers he’d left back at the station, because if they got accidentally deboned in his absence, he could simply start filling his rotten barrel with a malleable batch of freshly festering apples.

Law and order in Stalkford had been completely eradicated, Nick reflected grimly. Unless . . .

Unless Bonelord could get to Kettlestrom after all.

‘Roberto Mantovani still lives, Nick,’ said Capello. ‘And until I can debone him, too, Bonelord also lives. To kill again.’

Capello had that manic gleam back in his eyes, Nick noticed. The Italian was looking wilder now, his moustache twitching with mounting excitement. Hell, he looked dangerous.

‘Help me, Nick. Help me debone one last time. Help me commit one final deboning, and this curse will be lifted. I promise. You owe me that, Nick. As a buddy, and as the author of this entire terrible tale.’

‘Careful, Capello.’

‘I mean terrible as in “full of terror”.’

‘Carry on.’

‘Help me kill Police Commissioner Bob Kettlestrom, also known as Roberto Mantovani, and you will hear from me no more.’

Naturally, the idea of offing Kettlestrom appealed to Nick, especially now he knew that the police commissioner was a secret member of Stalkford’s mafia elite. Similarly, he could also justify the deaths of those innumerable bystanders who’d inevitably get minced in the process, given these would now consist largely of corrupt police officers. And, in truth, Nick cared nothing for Police Community Support Officer Gabriel, or those new police cadets Kettlestrom had just hired, who’d probably all be dead in a week, anyway. But if such a clutch of surrounding officers were to be deboned in the process of deboning Kettlestrom, there was nevertheless a strong likelihood that Roz would be standing in the police commissioner’s immediate vicinity – and Nick didn’t want his former editor’s complete bodily evisceration on his conscience.

Whatever the cost to Capello, deboning Roz was absolutely not an option.

‘I’m sorry, Capello,’ said Nick, tersely. ‘I can’t allow that.’

‘Okay, Nick,’ said Capello, in a voice that suddenly wasn’t quite his, dropping several pitches downwards before rising multiple pitches past his normal range. ‘In that case, you must also . . . DIE!’





CHAPTER ELEVEN

The call came through around lunchtime. As Kettlestrom hit the record button and Roz listened in on police-issued headphones, Nick began the conversation he’d been dreading.

‘Nick Steen, demon-slayer?’

‘Nick!’

‘Good afternoon, Capello.’

‘Wanna grab some lunch? Mantovani’s is still soaked through, but Bagacelli’s on Fifth and Thirty-Second is largely blood-free. What say we slam some more meatballs together?’

‘I’m not hungry, Capello,’ said Nick, coldly. ‘And I’m not sure I want to meet you for lunch, or even coffee, frankly.’

Kettlestrom jabbed a finger at Nick’s written brief, glaring at him. But Nick shook his head, sternly. He’d do this his way.

‘To be honest, Capello, I’m not even sure we can be best buddies anymore.’

‘No longer best buddies? This is about last night, right?’

‘Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t,’ said Nick, playing hard to get.

‘Hey, that’s why I’m calling you about the meatballs, Nick. I want to apologise.’

‘And I should think so, Capello.’

‘Believe it or not, Nick, I didn’t want to chase you through the subway in the form of a gigantic skeleton in a red cape.’

‘And yet you did,’ muttered Nick moodily.

‘I know, but that’s because I was Bonelord, Nick. I had no choice in the matter. When that all-powerful bony warlord feeling comes over me, I’m powerless to resist. Frankly, you’re lucky to be alive.’

‘No thanks to you. But aside from me, there’s an umbrella-wielding war veteran dead, plus an eviscerated police community support officer of the law, although that one’s technically Roz’s fault.’

‘He knew the risks when he took on the job,’ interjected Roz, before Kettlestrom immediately shushed her.

‘Who’s that?’ snapped Capello suddenly, his voice instantly growing suspicious.

‘No one, Capello,’ Nick replied, covering for Roz’s unprofessional slip-up. ‘Just some crackling on the wire.’

‘Maybe the authorities are listening in on us, Nick,’ said Capello. ‘Maybe your line’s been tapped.’

‘Nonsense, Capello. And even if those authorities were listening in, I have their line tapped, so I’d be able to hear their tap via my tap.’

That wasn’t true in the slightest, but Nick was having to improvise.

‘You can hear their tap via your tap?’

‘Sort of, Capello. I don’t actually hear their tap via my tap, because my tap effectively scrambles their tap.’

‘What if their tap scrambles your tap that scrambles the original tap?’

‘You mean a second tap?’

‘Yes, another tap tapping your tap of their tap.’

‘I also have a second tap, Capello. A tap to tap their tap of my tap of the original tap.’

‘Four taps?’

‘Plus the scramblers.’

‘Scramblers, Nick? I thought it was just one scrambler.’

‘They’d need to scramble my scramble, Capello. And if they did that, then I’d also need a scrambler to scramble that scramble of my original scramble.’

‘Plus a descrambler, I presume.’

‘Correct. To descramble all the scrambled scrambles.’

‘My mind’s scrambled too, Nick. Please explain.’

‘I’d need a descrambler to descramble their previous descrambling of my original descramble of the various scramblings.’

‘All that, plus the taps?’

‘Correct. Look, I have it all covered, Capello, so stop worrying.’

‘Okay, Nick. But you must understand, I’m under a lot of stress with this curse. I’m sorry I chased you into the subway, buddy, but I had no control over that. When Bonelord calls, Capello falls. That is why I have to destroy the Mantovanis if I’m to have any hope of returning to the Capello of old. If I can somehow kill Roberto Mantovani, the curse will be lifted.’

Nick could feel Kettlestrom bristling beside him, the commissioner’s hand reaching instinctively for his gun. Nick grabbed the lawman’s hand, shaking his head.

‘Like I said last night, Nick,’ Capello went on, ‘I need your help.’

‘That’s what I’ve been wanting to talk to you about, Capello. I’ve also been thinking about our conversation in the cemetery last night. About your proposal.’

‘About helping me kill Roberto Mantovani?’

‘Correct. Despite the risk to the wider public, I’ve decided to help you out after all. We may barely be buddies anymore, but technically we’re still buddies at some level.’

Capello breathed an audible sigh of relief on the other end of the phone. ‘My God, Nick, that is fantastic news. I’m so happy, my moustache is twitching of its own accord.’

‘Listen, Capello. We don’t have much time. There’s to be a police ball tonight.’

Nick looked over at Roz and Kettlestrom, feeling suddenly sick. The dreaded moment had come. He was now betraying the trust of Capello, a best buddy who’d routinely saved his life on numerous occasions. Nick had saved his life back, of course, multiple times, but it was a good arrangement. And Nick would have preferred to continue implementing it in his fight against supernatural evil, were it not for his imminent betrayal. But Nick’s life was on the line. When it came down to it, it was him or Capello.

Kettlestrom signalled for Nick to keep going.

‘A police ball, Nick?’ repeated Capello through Nick’s earpiece.

‘At the big country mansion once owned by Nigel Mantovani, the Stalkford city councillor you minced to pieces last week.’

‘Bonelord minced him to pieces, Nick. That wasn’t me, remember?’

‘Of course, Capello. Sorry. Well, like I say, there’s a police ball happening there tonight. There’ll be dancing, meatballs, plus a raffle.’

‘Musical chairs?’

‘I believe there’ll also be musical chairs,’ said Nick, looking helplessly across at Roz, who jotted down ‘musical chairs’ on her ball preparation itinerary.

‘I love musical chairs, Nick.’

‘You’ll love this more, Capello. Bob Kettlestrom—’

‘You mean Roberto Mantovani?’

‘The same. He’ll be hosting the evening as a way of recruiting some fresh cadets for his hugely depleted police force.’

‘Then it won’t matter if Bonelord debones them all, will it, Nick? As far as Bonelord is concerned, those working for the police commissioner himself are all viable targets. Hey, by the way, that’s Bonelord speaking through me, Nick. I, of course, think that deboning everyone at the ball is an awful idea.’

‘So do I, Capello, and never forget that,’ snapped Nick. He couldn’t help himself. For the truth was that Nick would also be there tonight. Roz, too. And if anything went wrong, and Kettlestrom-slash-Roberto-Mantovani couldn’t manage to stop Capello-slash-Bonelord in his bony tracks, then he and Roz would be deboned as well.

‘I won’t forget, Nick. I promise,’ said Capello. ‘And thank you for helping me out with this. I vow to you, as Bonelord is my witness, one more mass deboning and then you’ll never hear of this Bonelord again. That is, presuming Mantovani dies, of course. If he ducks out at the last minute like last time, then we’ll have to arrange the entire thing again.’

‘He won’t duck out,’ said Nick, glancing up meaningfully at Kettlestrom. ‘I can categorically promise you Roberto Mantovani will be there.’

‘Great, Nick. Now, how about those meatballs?’

‘Not today, Capello,’ said Nick grimly. ‘I seem to have lost my appetite, somehow.’

‘Next week then, Nick. When old Capello will be back, and Bonelord will be no more.’

‘I’ll drink to that, bud,’ said Nick, placing his bedroom phone receiver back on the police station cradle. Even if, Nick reflected moodily, that was to be his final drink . . .

‘It’s done,’ said Nick, emptily.

‘Good. Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?’ Kettlestrom-slash-Mantovani replied.

‘You’d best have a damned good system in place for catching Bonelord,’ warned Nick gruffly. ‘Because if you haven’t, Kettlestrom, we’re all going to be deboned by the end of play today.’

‘Relax,’ said Kettlestrom, rising to his feet. ‘Everything’s in hand.’

And with that, the police commissioner left to start making preparations for the upcoming ball.

*

Later, Nick drained his glass of rum punch and watched as the young men and women in dinner dress scrambled wildly to seat themselves on the final remaining chair.

‘It’s sad, isn’t it, Roz?’ said Nick, addressing his former editor, who stood beside him in a silky velvet frock that had already turned several eyes at the ball. ‘To think that all these young hopefuls might, in less than an hour or so, be completely deboned – and in front of each other.’

‘Don’t be so morbid, Nick,’ said Roz. ‘After all, Kettlestrom said he has everything in hand.’

‘Then why is he still wearing those waders? If he’s so confident of catching Bonelord in his so-called trap, why’s he preparing for yet another bloodbath?’

‘He’s become quite attached to those waders, Nick,’ said Roz, steering Nick away from the rum punch counter and























































CHAPTER EIGHT

Luckily, the female librarian known as Samantha was working late.

‘I need that goddamn drink,’ was all Nick had to say, and before he knew it they were both going at it like pile-drivers on a dual carriageway halfway along the horrotica aisle.

It was like no nookie Nick had ever known: him reading passages from his books aloud while Samantha shushed him loudly and firmly between chapters. Dammit, this was Nick Steen’s kink. What kind of sick pervert read out loud in a public library?

Nick Steen did, that’s who.

‘I said, ssh!’ bellowed Samantha. ‘Or I’ll rescind your library membership.’

‘Fine! Then rescind it, Samantha,’ Nick howled ecstatically between thrusts. ‘Because I’m only going to read out loud in your library again, despite your strict instruction expressly forbidding me from doing so. If you wish me to stop reading out loud in your library, then I suggest you rebuke me even more sternly than before.’

And damn it, if this bespectacled she-castigator didn’t do just that, shushing Nick over and over as he defiantly selected novel after novel from a nearby shelf, beginning with his splatterpunk classic The Slaughterton Hacksaw Mangling, before moving on immediately to his horrotic folk-horror masterpiece Streaky Cock-a-Leekie. But as Nick commenced reading aloud from this particular tome, Samantha abandoned the mere shushing of Nick and instead asset-batted the book clean out of his hands before issuing him with a major fine.

The sternly reprimanded author bellowed in ecstasy, for this erotic bodily slam-to over a blatant infraction of the library’s official regulations was so wrong it had to be right.

‘Now treat me like your microfilm reader,’ Nick rasped, and immediately Samantha was all over his bodily mechanics, spooling his personal reels upwards, downwards, sideways and all around.

‘Wait,’ panted Samantha, spooling him in the opposite direction, ‘I think I might have finally found what it is that I’m looking for.’

‘Negative, Samantha,’ Nick panted back. ‘You need to keep spooling. Because what you’re searching for is currently still hidden away somewhere.’

Samantha spooled him some more. ‘I can feel I’m getting near it, though,’ she gasped.

‘No, you’re on the wrong page, Samantha the female librarian,’ panted Nick, beginning to feel dizzy from all the spooling. ‘So you’d best keep spooling.’

‘I must be getting close now,’ hollered Samantha, as she spooled Nick even more firmly than before.

‘Negative, you’re looking at the wrong information entirely,’ sighed Nick, wondering whether they might actually have to plump for a different document reel in around twenty minutes or so.

‘I know this is the right one,’ growled the librarian, huskily. ‘Hold on tight, Nick, because I’m going to start spooling you like there’s no tomorrow.’

‘Then spool me, Samantha,’ yelled Nick. ‘Spool me like you’ve never spooled before.’

‘I’m getting closer now,’ Samantha panted five minutes later.

‘To be honest, you’re still some way off,’ Nick gasped, starting to worry about the pains in his chest. ‘Just keep spooling at your leisure and I’m sure you’ll stumble on the right page eventually.’

‘What about if I do this?’ Samantha said unexpectedly, inserting a fresh spool of film into Nick’s metaphorical slot-tray without warning.

‘That’s the ticket!’ Nick howled, his enjoyment topped only by a final prolonged vocal shushing from Samantha.

Moments later, they were slowly declamping themselves, lighting each other’s cigarettes and retracting Nick’s fourth fine.

‘If I find you reading out loud in my horrotica aisle again, Mister Steen,’ warned Samantha, breathily, ‘I may have to consider banning you from my library permanently.’

‘I don’t think you’d do that,’ said Nick, winking playfully at her.

The female librarian rolled back on top of him. ‘Wouldn’t I?’

Two further intense microfilm searches later, one of them abandoned midway through, they were once again lighting cigarettes, Nick now having accrued multiple bans, with several of his books removed from the shelves and placed oh-so-teasingly on the nearby ‘for sale’ trolley. He was currently still a library member, but only just.

‘I needed that, you hot fox,’ said Nick.

‘Me too,’ Samantha said. ‘It gets so dull out here, all alone in this small, backward town.’

‘With respect, that’s your problem,’ said Nick. ‘I was in the middle of telling you about my problem.’

‘Sorry, Nick,’ Samantha whispered, kissing his world-weary cheek tenderly. ‘That was rude of me. I should have remembered that now we’re both physically spent, the time for dominating your supposed free will in a public library is over. Go ahead. Tell me about your problem.’

‘It’s technically problems, so may take a while.’

‘I promise I won’t shush you.’

‘That’s what I wanted to hear – until later on, maybe,’ Nick quipped, winking playfully at her again and wondering if they might be able to squeeze in one more go on his metaphorical microfilm reader before heading home. But it was important to get things off his chest, he decided. Samantha was currently the only person in Silth he could potentially trust, and although Nick generally relied on his own head to solve his problems, he’d once heard someone say that two heads were better than one. And for that reason, Nick elected to tell Samantha everything.

He told her about his ailing marriage to Jacinta, and Society’s cruel mistreatment of their son of a Cosmic God Duncan; he told her of Baron Rochlain’s invitation for Nick to reside here in Silth while writing his new book, which Nick had hoped might seal up once and for all the demons currently escaping from the interior of his own head. He explained the strange and sudden appearance of the mysterious Black Steeple he’d glimpsed upon arriving here in Silth. He described the self-same Steeple’s mysterious subsequent disappearance, followed by its strange and sudden second appearance, this time sporting signs of an apparent human sacrifice taking place on the very steps of the mysterious Black Steeple itself, glimpsed briefly before the mysterious Black Steeple’s second subsequent disappearance.

He detailed his strange discovery of the actual remains of the previously disappeared Black Steeple prior to its third mysterious reappearance and subsequent additional disappearance (the very same Black Steeple now sporting signs of the apparent sacrifice of Nick’s very own son of a Cosmic God Duncan), which themselves revealed physical evidence of the historic defeat of seventeenth-century Puritan firebrand Harland Steen, whom Nick suspected was an actual family ancestor, owing to Nick possessing an uncanny physical likeness to the photograph of Harland Steen that he’d located in the microfilm reader earlier on that very day. He told her about Harland Steen’s historic involvement in a climactic Final Battle between the Forces of both Good and Evil, ending in a draw that necessitated a second Final Battle fought ’twixt the Forces of Light and Darkness, resulting ultimately in the deaths of Harland Steen and his religious Brethren, known to their followers simply as The Brethren. He explained his wife Jacinta’s burgeoning love affair with the mysterious Baron Rochlain and possible joining of a satanic coven that may or may not be led by her chosen paramour. He spoke of the strange lucky goats’ feet that may or may not be supernatural love charms; of Duncan’s regrettable but wholly understandable proclivity for biting the heads off animals; and of the strange and mysterious abduction of both Jacinta and the aforesaid adopted son of a Cosmic God Duncan by the self-same satanic coven Nick had mentioned earlier, which occurred shortly before the fourth mysterious reappearance and additional subsequent disappearance of the aforesaid mysterious Black Steeple, which Nick didn’t actually learn about until both during and after its aforesaid additional subsequent disappearance.

‘To be honest, Samantha, I feel like I’m going out of my mind.’

‘My poor Nicky Wick.’ Samantha purred, stroking him like a big, soft lion.

‘Hands off. That really irritates. The thing is, Samantha, I have no idea where Duncan is right now. He may well be dead, for all I know. I think that’s unlikely, given he’s the swiftly expanding son of a cosmic entity, but you never know. That demonic coven I uncovered looked like they knew exactly what they were doing.’

Samantha, who by this stage had strapped her asset-pack back on, reached in and removed a small bottle of pills from its cleavage canyon.

‘Here,’ she said, handing them over. ‘Take a few of these.’

Nick sized up the bottle of small red capsules in his hands. ‘What are they?’

‘Anti-madness pills,’ said Samantha. ‘They’ll cure you of all these hallucinations you’ve been suffering from. I’m convinced you’re imagining all this, Nick, and that Duncan has simply wandered off again, as Duncan is wont to do.’

Maybe she’s right, Nick thought. Maybe I am going mad.

And wandering off was probably exactly what Duncan had gone and wonted to have done.

‘I was saving those anti-madness pills for myself,’ continued Samantha, ‘but I don’t think I’ll be needing them anymore, Nick. For I’m no longer going mad all alone out here in this remote desert town of Silth. Because I’ve finally found what I’ve been yearning for. Right here, halfway up the horrotica aisle.’

‘Me too,’ said Nick. And now that he’d gotten to know Samantha more fully, he was tempted to suggest they move on to the actual microfilm reader for future sessions, sensing that together they might soon be approaching that fabled sexually ecstatic mystical state known only as Horroticavana. As long as no over-exuberant arse-shunt broke either of the two spooling knobs.

‘Why don’t you take one of those anti-madness pills right now?’ Samantha said, twisting the top from the pill bottle beside him and selecting one of the red capsules between her fingernails. She leaned forward, dangling it close to Nick’s lips. ‘Just one little anti-madness pill,’ she said, ‘and all my little Nicky Wick’s worries will be over. For ever.’

Why not? thought Nick.

Maybe by taking the anti-madness pill as Samantha advised, he’d at least stop worrying about them both arse-breaking the microfilm reader. That would allow him to concentrate his full mental energies on finding Duncan.

As Nick took the tablet in his hands and prepared to swallow it whole, he suddenly caught sight of a strange figure watching him from the far side of the library.

‘That old man from earlier,’ Nick said, shoving Samantha from his lap and rising to his feet. ‘How dare you sit there in the dark, spying on our private throes of public passion!’

But as Nick strode towards the figure, he realised it wasn’t the old man at all. For this particular figure, Nick now observed, was wearing a dark robe, its head concealed almost entirely under the folds of a heavy scarlet hood.

‘The Watcher . . .’ said Nick, deciding to officially name the mysterious figure who’d been watching him ever since he’d arrived here in Silth, having referred to him unofficially as ‘the Watcher’ numerous times. Then he realised this was the one element of his experiences in Silth that he’d neglected to tell Samantha anything about. Why exactly he’d neglected to tell her, Nick wasn’t sure. But whatever subconscious reasoning his mind had independently arrived at, Nick had taken about all the damned watching he was prepared to endure.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he yelled, pulling on his black leather blouson.

The stranger’s sleeves rose slowly upwards, exposing human hands within, which then pulled back its hood.

A thick mane of wavy black hair revealed itself, perfectly coiffured. The face below appeared somewhat weathered, yet strangely youthful for what Nick now knew to be an extremely elderly man. For he’d seen that very same face before.

‘My name,’ the figure intoned, in a deep and fruity tone, ‘is Brother Devlin.’

‘Brother Devlin . . .’ Nick repeated, speaking the name aloud, but less fruitily than Devlin himself had just done. ‘You’re one of the priests from that strange, mysterious vision I had of a Final Battle ’twixt Light and Darkness . . . One of the Brethren who fought alongside Harland Steen over three hundred years ago.’

‘The same,’ said Devlin. ‘And we need to talk, you and I.’

Too right we need to talk, thought Nick. About how the hell a three-hundred-year-old man wanders around like he’s still in his mid-forties – and, furthermore, gets his kicks from spying on two young lovers in the throes of erotic microfilm-reader-related passion.

‘Alone,’ Devlin added.

Nick called back over his shoulder, his eyes still trained on the seemingly time-defying priest. ‘Samantha, can you make yourself scarce, please? We’re discussing men’s business.’

‘But I work here, Nick,’ Samantha replied.

Dammit, thought Nick. She’s right.

Samantha did work here.

‘Fine,’ said Nick, forced to think on his feet. ‘Then we’ll go somewhere instead.’

And with that, he and Devlin went somewhere instead.





CHAPTER EIGHT

I watched the pair return to the truck, one yanking the canvas flap back down over its rear while the other walked round to the front cabin. For a brief moment, the latter turned in my direction, staring intently up the garden path leading to my own front door. Seconds later, she was joined by her companion, who likewise paused to peer through my front gate, as if contemplating some unfinished business in the immediate vicinity. Then, as calmly as they’d arrived, these uniformed women turned together in perfect unison and got back inside the truck. Seconds later, I heard its engine fire up and watched as the vehicle drove off once more along the road.

When it had finally disappeared around a far corner, I raised my head and peered through the rose bush again, to see whether Astrid had gone back inside. Steve’s front door was in the process of swinging shut, and through the latticed curtains of the adjacent front lounge I glimpsed the unholy sight of Steve Hayman’s substitute already dusting at the front window ledges with an orange fluffer and rubbing away smears on the pane – smears that had been put there, no doubt, by the nose-tip of his coldly snitching, formally ingratiating yet eternally neighbour-snooping, husband-emasculating, authority-dobbing other half.

Look, I’m not a misogynistic. Never was. Never will be. I firmly believe that Man and Femme are almost equal. But there are certain qualities inherent to each species that cannot be replicated in the other. For example, ladies can’t shred on the guitar like men can. I’m not saying ladies can’t play guitar, because I saw Suzi Quatro play guitar on television one night (and, believe it or not, she actually played bass). What I am saying is that ladies can’t shred on the guitar. They might well play fast, but they can’t shred. And that’s because pounding one’s axe, in all senses of the word, is a uniquely male practice, and this can actually be proven by science. Let me explain.

Electric guitars operate via a magnetic field generated by bar magnets wrapped in coils of thin wire located below the strings, known to professional guitarists, or axemen, as ‘pickups’. These ‘pick up’ individual magnetic signals created through vibrations in the strings above, which have themselves become magnetised by the central magnetic field flowing upwards, thus creating a small electric current. This current is then transferred via an electrical circuit to an amplifier, which subsequently transmits the signal onwards to a loudspeaker, which is how traditional ‘rock’ is created.

What the buyer’s manual doesn’t tell you is that each separate magnetic field generated by the guitar’s string vibrations are themselves formed partly by vacillations in the axeman’s fingers, which are in turn connected via a complex system of nerve tissues and neural pathways to the persistent electrical throbbing of his testicles.

Said testes create somewhere in the region of two to three hundred million spermatozoa per day, or approximately one thousand, five hundred per second (a figure which, in my own case, can be tripled). For the average male, however, around fifty to one hundred million sperm are created daily (and between eighty to three hundred million sperm set out upon each ejaculative journey), all of which are created via similar coiled structures known as seminiferous tubules.

Thus, mitochondria, that part of a cell which generates the energy powering the movement of each sperm, is produced via a system almost identical to that which powers the electric guitar. And while research in this particular field is still ongoing, it is now widely accepted in the scientific community at Stalkford Polytechnic that the unique melodic rhythms of an axeman’s shred are directly related to the continual pulsing of his daily sperm count, which may be increased or held back at will in direct proportion to the amount of time he chooses to spend pounding one particular axe over the other.

Essentially, this means that all the great guitar solos you have known and loved over the years are the direct result of a complex balance occurring between the physical constitution of the axeman in question, his technical proficiency on his chosen instrument, the electromagnetic make-up of the guitar in question, and how frequently or not he elects to channel his own physical pumping patterns into the wider electrical circuit created each time he picks up and pounds his personal axe.*

 

* For a more detailed examination of this subject, see It’s Called Hard Rock for a Reason by Dr Neil Pincer, with a joint foreword by the real Steve Hayman and myself. GM

 

And to see Steve Hayman, formally lead guitarist of The Haymakers, forced to down tools (in all senses of the word) to pick up a fresh duster in some mocking parody of his natural calling was an affront to nature, in my opinion. I’m not saying he shouldn’t or couldn’t have dusted around the house occasionally – I’m simply saying that the existence of said house and said duster were a direct result of income earned and received from Steve’s own guitar-playing. And maybe partly from Astrid’s professional interior-design hobby.

Tearing my eyes from this nauseating spectacle, I crawled across my lawn towards the front door of my own house, conscious that if any of those other suspicious, malevolent other halves peering through curtains along the street saw me arriving home, they’d dob me in immediately to whatever alien authority might currently be residing within or without our current Earthbound dimension.

Arriving at the base of my front door, I reached up with one hand and rang the doorbell. I heard it chime inside, but there was no answer. I checked my watch. Even taking into account the one minute of missing time I’d no doubt incurred during my initial sighting of the UFO, if the events of Comminglement were anything to go by, I was still arriving home at around 5.31am.

‘Meredith!’ I whispered, aware she was probably still avoiding her midnight prowler. ‘Meredith! It’s me! It’s Dad!’

There was no answer, but I knew she had to be there. Most likely she was sitting on the stairs in the front hallway mere feet away from me, staring in horror at the red house phone through which that terrifying voice I’d dreamed up all those years before had been tormenting her, threatening to break in at any second.

‘I’m not the late-night prowler,’ I whispered, more loudly than before. ‘It really is your dad speaking.’

Still no response. Aware that I couldn’t afford to whisper any louder, for fear of being overheard by Astrid next door, I elected to play my trump card.

‘I have some money for you.’

The door swung open to reveal Meredith, exhausted and bedraggled, standing on the entrance mat with a large steak knife in her hand.

‘What are you doing down there?’ she said, staring at me like I was some form of worm.

‘I’ll tell you in a moment,’ I said, crawling in and kicking the door shut behind me. As I rose to my feet, I realised Meredith was still holding the knife out towards me.

‘Cash,’ she demanded.

I stuffed one hand into my pocket, pulled out a couple of fivers and handed them over.

‘I’ll assume this is because you’re stressed out,’ I said, manoeuvring the knife away from me. ‘But, for once, Meredith, this isn’t my fault.’

‘Bullshit,’ she replied, moving the knife back into position.

‘Look, I’ll admit that this late-night prowler of yours is indeed a figment of my own imagination let loose upon unsuspecting reality as a result of my leaking mind,’ I said, trying to reassure her. ‘But I would have been here hours ago if things hadn’t gone tits-up elsewhere on my way back through the Spinal Mountains.’

The knife hadn’t moved.

Sighing, I reached into my pocket again and dragged out a twenty-pound note. Meredith grabbed it from my hand and at long last lowered the blade.

‘I can’t explain everything that’s happened, but for now just accept that I’m being pursued by a malevolent race of interstellar alien beings intent upon emasculating the entirety of Mankind – a plan that may or may not be partly assisted by key female collaborators on Earth, who, I’m afraid to say, will be publicly executed once the status quo is restored. And besides,’ I added, remembering my other phone call from the night before, ‘I called the sheriff about that prowler and he said he’d send a squad car over. Didn’t he call round?’

‘Someone in uniform turned up,’ Meredith replied, ‘but it wasn’t a man.’

‘It wasn’t a man?’ I repeated, startled at the implication of my daughter’s words. ‘You mean, it was a lady? A lady policeman?’

Dammit, had they gotten to Roz, too?

‘Women are allowed to be police officers, Dad.’

‘I’m not debating that now. I’m simply trying to establish whether this officer of the law was being impersonated by a lady. Specifically, Roz Bloom, my erstwhile editor.’

‘I’m not sure it was a police officer. She looked more like an FBI agent. She was wearing a suit.’

‘A suit?’ I could barely hold myself together. How fast were these invaders – and Roz, specifically – moving? Only an hour and a half into their invasion of Earth, and they’d already begun wearing suits. Hell, what would any of us men have left to wear if that stalwart of male identity likewise became theirs? Soon they’d move on to balaclavas and combat slacks. Maybe even leather trousers (though, grudgingly, I would allow the latter).

‘You say she looked like an FBI agent? What did she want?’

‘She asked if you were at home.’

I shivered inwardly. So Roz herself must have got to Flint Rustin soon after I’d phoned him. That would explain how the aliens had been able to pinpoint my location in the cabin soon after our call – unless the intermittent signal from my throbbing piles had brought them there. Ultimately, it didn’t really matter how they’d found me. The fact was that they’d already infiltrated the police department, and were now presumably in full charge of law and order throughout Stalkford.

It was merely a matter of time before they caught up with me again.

‘Where’s your mother?’ I asked.

‘I told you. She’s gone to visit that hypnotherapist of hers.’

‘He was my hypnotherapist first,’ I snapped, still angered by Jacinta’s theft of Fibbford, my psychiatric guru, in pursuit of her own rival bestselling account of alien abduction. And I couldn’t help but think that, at this late hour, there was probably very little hypnotherapy going on. But was Fibbford really Jacinta’s type? I would have thought his thin, curly hair and thick Dorset accent would have been an immediate turn-off, given her preference for swarthy Mediterranean types.

And with regard to his own interests, Fibbford never mixed business with pleasure. No, given that the publication of Jacinta’s Cosmic Journey had made them both extremely – almost sickeningly – rich, there had to be some other reason for their apparent midnight conference.

‘I’m heading over there now,’ I said. ‘Something’s going on between those two, and I’m determined to find out what it is. Don’t panic, they’re not having an affair.’

‘Can I come?’ asked Meredith.

‘No, I need you to stay here in the house and hide out until I return.’

‘But Dad . . .’

‘It’s too dangerous out there, Meredith,’ I barked authoritatively. ‘I can’t say exactly why, but there’s a strong likelihood that there are beings out there intent upon demasculating me physically and replacing my body with some sort of mindless, subservient automaton. I don’t want you getting hurt in the process.’

In truth, I highly doubted those beings would do anything to harm Meredith at all, her being one of their own kind, but frankly I couldn’t handle the constant moaning while I attempted to turn the tide of an interstellar invasion.

‘I wouldn’t mind you being a mindless, subservient automaton,’ she said, confirming the wisdom of my decision.

‘I’ll bet you wouldn’t,’ I snapped, having just about had it up to here with all this emasculation-justification talk. It had to stop. And it had to stop now.

‘You’re staying right here, missy,’ I said. ‘Go hide in that airing closet under all the soft blankets and don’t open the door to anyone. Unless it’s me,’ I added.

‘But what about the night-caller?’ she asked, suddenly nervous again. ‘What about the late-night prowler?’

I picked up the knife and handed it back to her.

‘Take this. There’s also a handgun in the drawer of my writing desk,’ I said. ‘Plus a flame-thrower in my bedroom closet.’

I knew deep down that neither of those two things were actually there, but Meredith’s face relaxed a bit, regardless. A necessary evil, I figured. Sometimes you had to tell a huge, largely incomprehensible white lie to be a good dad, I reflected. I just hoped, one day, that Meredith would appreciate all that I’d done for her.

‘I’ll be back soon, kiddo,’ I said, kissing her forehead. ‘Remember, go for the gut first, then hack like mad at the balls.’

And with that, I left my daughter in the hall, departed via the rear door of the house so as to avoid any prying female neighbours, and ran as fast as I could to the observatory.





AN ADMONISHMENT

That’s it. You can stop reading. The book is over. The tale is told. My personal contractual obligations have been met. I am, as weaker men would say, spent.

However, Ken Hodder appears to have his own obligations to fulfil (aside from issuing the remainder of my advance) which roughly translates as a number of extant blank pages to fill. He has therefore suggested – timidly, I might add – that his imprint fill these with the opening chapter of Garth Marenghi’s TerrorTome, for the benefit of those who may have finished reading This Bursted Earth without having previously read the preceding two volumes . . .

Needless to say, with the possible exception of Dermot O’Leary, who also read all three volumes in completely the wrong order, I have very little respect for those readers other than a genuine scientific interest in the abnormal functioning of their brains. But on the understanding that reprinting the opening section of the first volume in this trilogy will somehow encourage the demented to visit what they should technically only be revisiting, I present, with sincere reservations, the entire opening chapter of TerrorTome (for gratis, too, I might add).

And to those readers who are encountering the following tale for the first time, I simply say this.

Shame on you.

 

Garth Marenghi





CHAPTER ONE

So it did exist.

I stood alone in the pouring rain, peering in through the window of ‘Uniquities Inc., plus Eels’, at a machine supposedly invented by Christopher Latham Sholes in 1867, but constructed, according to the price tag slung from its golden carriage-return lever, by a Chinese magician in the latter half of the Tang Dynasty.

I smiled, shaking my head. A bold claim . . .

Yet true. For my own research had revealed that Eastern antiquity had achieved, in its long-lost past, a level of technological advancement surpassing even Currys. Yes, the Chinese had invented paper and, thank the lord, gunpowder. But, finally, here was proof beyond all doubt that those ancient sorcerers had also created the humble typewriter.

I turned my face from the glass display and looked around me. This lonely side street off Stalkford’s town centre, which I’d never noticed before today, seemed to be perpetually empty. Maybe a small second-hand shop specialising in offbeat mysterious oddities didn’t attract major footfall. That or the eels were an issue.

Nick Steen’s the name. Perhaps you’ve heard of me? Yeah, that’s right. The horror guy. The insanely rich, multiple best-selling, dark and dangerous-to-know paperback visionary of the dark arts. That Nick Steen. If not, you soon will (in fact, you do now). But maybe not in quite the way you imagine. An apposite word, that – imagine – and not just because words (like apposite) are my trade, or profession. For imagination, which is the root noun of that previous word – imagine – has everything to do with the real-life horrors that were about to unfold.

Imagination . . .

My imagination . . .

Let me explicate.

 

In my own time.

 

I turned down the collar of my charcoal tweed blazer over my black polo-neck sweater, smoothed back my full and flowing mane of smoky-topaz hair, then removed the buff-tinted shades of my chopper-pilot days to get a better look.

To the casual observer, the typewriter sitting in the shop window before me resembled a conventional model. Aside from its gold-plated exterior, the only difference appeared to be a set of extra keys surrounding the conventional QWERTYs, depicting obscure archaic letterings and bizarre runic symbols. These stood out, I noticed, at insane psycho-geometric angles only Carl Sagan and myself could have perceived.

But if the rumours I’d heard were true, and this was the very typewriter I was seeking, then this bizarre, ancient contraption also possessed certain unique powers entirely its own. For, by some unknown spiritual process long since lost to Man, this machine’s original creator had supposedly instilled in it the ability to commune psychically with its owner, allowing him or her (but mainly him) access to hitherto unreachable depths of the subconscious mind, freeing, from the murky swamps of their internal id, the darkest parts of their suppressed imagination.

As a best-selling horror writer, I had to have it. (Also, there was currently thirty per cent off.)

Although I was still the hot news in horror, crafting non-stop the darkest, most terrifying novels of supernatural terror known to civilisation, sizzling on the publishing plate for nigh-on twenty years and counting, it wasn’t enough.

I had too many ideas. Too many tales untold. Too much darkness left untapped.

If I was lucky, I had around forty years of life left. Fifty if I gave up red meat, which wasn’t an option. And yet I hadn’t even begun to explore the true horrors of human existence. Hadn’t got anywhere near probing the deeper darkness that exists beneath Mankind’s basest nature. Hadn’t yet drawn upon the horror beyond horror, shall we say? That snarling, predatory hellbeast lying dormant in our supposedly civilised minds. If I could unleash that, thereby teaching Mankind (or Ladykind, if that’s important to you) to live alongside their own particular corresponding hellbeast, then just maybe I could save all of us from ultimate self-destruction.

Endarken our world for the greater Bad.

(And make more money.)

Which is why I was here now, staring at this damned typewriter.

BUY ME.

I jumped at the sudden sound and looked around me, wondering if the owner had leaned briefly out of his shop doorway. But there was no one there. The street, too, was still completely deserted.

Then who’d spoken?

BUY ME.

There it was again. Coming from somewhere close by, it seemed, yet also immeasurable distances away. A deep voice, devoid of expression, yet possessing an undeniable tone of command.

I SAID, BUY ME.

Again. Was it originating from somewhere in my own head, perhaps? Was I, after twenty solid years at the top of my game, crafting inimitable works of challenging, visionary horror, in fact going mad?

I looked down at the typewriter again. If I hadn’t known better, I’d assume it had shifted forwards slightly on its mock-velvet display, moving closer to the glass pane separating us.

BUY ME.

In an effort to get away from the strange voice in my head, I made my way over to the door and stepped inside. The interior of the shop was dark and gloomy. An old man in a grubby rubber apron stood behind a dusty counter on the far side of the room. He looked familiar.

‘Eel?’ he asked me, offering up a lidless plastic container clutched in his hand. I walked towards him and glanced inside it. It was an old ice-cream box half-filled with dirty water, with a writhing cluster of black, slimy snake-fish wriggling within.

I looked back up and stared deeply into his cataract-covered eyes. ‘I know you from somewhere, old-timer.’

‘I’m Moses Unique,’ he rasped, chewing on an eel’s head. ‘I sell . . . uniquities.’ He let the eel slide inside him, swallowing the creature whole. ‘Plus eels.’

‘I’m interested in that typewriter you have on display in your front window.’

‘This one?’ he replied, lifting up a large tea cosy on the counter to reveal an identical-looking machine immediately below it.

‘So they’re a pair, are they?’ I asked.

‘A pair?’ he echoed, confused. ‘This is the only machine of its kind in existence.’

I glanced back behind me at the window display. A Victorian sex chair now stood in the space where the typewriter had been.

‘An exquisite machine,’ the old man continued, his oily hands hovering over the contraption’s keys. ‘Tang Dynasty, no less. Look at that gleaming return lever. This resplendent feed roller. Do your fingers not yearn to hammer hard upon those golden keys? Do you not hunger for the touch of its jewel-emblazoned ribbon reverse knob? The soft kiss of its diamond-adorned ribbon spool? Do you not dream of feeding your soft paper sheetage through its hard, studded platen?’

‘I’m more interested in its mind,’ I said, curious to see whether or not he understood me. The old man examined me for a moment, a spark of recognition crossing his half-blind eyes.

‘Steen . . .’ he said, nodding to himself. ‘Nick Steen . . . The horror writer?’

‘Correct,’ I replied. ‘But you’re not Moses Unique.’

He grinned nervously then, his milky-white orbs darting furtively from left to right. Hell, I knew him, alright. But where from?

BUY ME.

That voice again. Whatever it was, wherever it was coming from, it seemed to be reading my innermost thoughts. It too, wanted me to buy the typewriter. And the strange thing was, I now felt like I was being forced. Ordered. Compelled. (Not tautologous, as there is a subtle difference between all three.)

I quickly did the math. Despite my fame, I knew I’d be unable to claim ancient antiquities against tax (I’ve tried several times, but no joy), meaning I’d need to make my savings elsewhere. If I ceased all alimony payments and sent my ex-wife to live in rented accommodation at her own expense, selling all my daughter’s non-transportable toys, I might just be able to afford it without dipping into any of my own money.

Given that Jacinta had yet to forgive me for press-ganging our daughter into an early proofreading career, it would hardly come as a surprise to her if I suddenly recommenced hostilities out of the blue. And I wouldn’t need to worry about any legal challenge, either. Early on in my career, I’d refused to co-write anything with another human being, including my marriage certificate, for which I’d employed several pseudonyms. So any potential ex-wife would need to descend all nine Circles of Hell in order to extract a single penny from my mounting fortunes. And, if this typewriter really was the one I’d been seeking, those fortunes would soon be mounting even higher.

Soon I’d be writing darker, more terrifying novels than any I’d dared write before. Famed the whole world over as the greatest horror writer who’d ever lived. Then finally, Roz Bloom, my editor at Clackett Publishing, would realise, once and for all, that I don’t need an editor.

If this typewriter was the one.

The old man swallowed another eel and tapped his finger against the discount sticker.

Was the thing truly magical, like I’d been told?

I AM INDEED.

Dammit, that voice again. Either I was going mad, or some presence, some force, seemed to be communicating with me from deep within my own mind. Plumbing the murkiest depths of my subconscious.

And then it hit me.

Maybe the typewriter itself was already trying to communicate with me.

YES.

If that was true, there could no longer be any doubt in my mind. The machine perched in front of me truly had to be the one I’d been seeking. The key to unlocking my deepest, darkest nightmares.

THAT’S RIGHT. I AM.

I froze. That voice . . . That voice in my head . . . It was the typewriter’s voice! As unbelievable as it might seem, the typewriter itself was speaking to me.

EUREKA.

Then this really was it, beyond all doubt. After an endless, painstaking search of several hours, the hunt was finally over. The machine I had sought was finally in my grasp.

‘And will you be purchasing?’ asked the old man, with the hint of a sly grin.

‘I will,’ I replied, pulling out my credit card. ‘But I’ll need a VAT receipt.’

‘Oh,’ he said, hands fumbling uselessly in both pockets. ‘We only take cash.’

‘Then put it on my slate, having first set me up with said slate,’ I said, reaching for the typewriter. But somehow it was already there, in my arms.

‘Ouch,’ I snapped suddenly, feeling my right index finger snag sharply against part of its mechanism.

The old man chuckled, tucking into another eel. ‘You have just felt, sir, the delicious, castigating pinch of its dormant ribbon vibrator.’

‘Go easy on those eels,’ I said. He winked at me.

‘Does your rod not harden at the coy wink of its sparkling typebar?’

I ignored him and walked back over to the door, and my Honda Civic parked beyond. Then turned again in a final attempt to place the man’s features.

But his face was now masked by the plastic container, which he’d tipped upwards at one corner to gulp down what remained. I stepped outside, yanked open my car door and placed the typewriter down on the passenger seat. Then found myself attaching the seatbelt across its front.

THANKS.

‘You’re welcome,’ I said, getting in beside it and keying the ignition. Before pulling out, I turned to address it directly, realising I would look stir-crazy to anyone passing by. Fortunately, the street was still entirely empty.

‘Let me make one thing perfectly clear,’ I said, leaning over towards it. ‘Yes, you may be ancient. Yes, you may possess untold powers beyond the ken of Man, but from this moment on, you work for me, capiche? I’m the master, and you do my bidding.’

SURE. WHATEVER YOU SAY.

I grinned, pleased we’d reached an early understanding, and keyed the engine.

COWBOY.

I glanced back for a second, confused, then pulled out on to the main road.

Sucking the blood from my injured finger.
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