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Garth Marenghi was born in the past, graduated from his local comprehensive (now bulldozed) with some O levels in subjects. He taught for nine years at his local library reading group before becoming a full-time horror writer. He has published numerous novels of terror (too numerous to list, nay count), over five hundred short stories, and has edited thirty anthologies of his own work, which have all received the Grand Master of Darkdom Award. He wrote, directed and starred in Garth Marenghi’s Darkplace for the Peruvian market, which subsequently aired on Channel 4 and has not been repeated due to its radical and polemic content. He commenced work on TerrorTome during the late 1980s, continued on it alone and unaided by editors throughout the 1990s, and on into the early 2000s, then the mid-2000s, and has only now found a publisher brave enough to unleash its chilling portendings. He is an honorary fellow.
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INTRODUCTION

The End Times.

They’re here, pilgrim. Look around you. Whoa, easy, big guy (or girl). Just a peek. Or you’ll go crazy. Only take it from me. They’re here.

As I write this, sweating and fever-addled in my pleather sickbed, laid low by a lethal virus I foresaw – and would have foretold if I’d had a publishing deal at the time (more on that anon) – I can’t help but note with sombre irkdom that my lifelong gift for presagement has been summarily spurned by an ungrateful species soon to reap its own sorry whirlwind.

Unchecked despotisms, spiralling virtuality, New Pestilence (like this one I’m sweating from), the Nether Web, thrashnalism, fearache, paranoiativity – you name it. All of it’s happened on my writer’s watch.FN1

So where the hell have I been?

The short answer is: writing the longest and most terrifying epic fictive of my career, three instalments of which you currently hold in your mortal hand/hands (I’m aware this sentence won’t make sense for the audiobook version, but that’s your fault for reading me ‘on the go’ and no doubt wishing this was a podcast instead – which, incidentally, isn’t an art form).

The long answer is the same as above, only with extraneous detail added, which I have omitted.

I began writing TerrorTome in the late 1980s, continued throughout the 1990s and carried on deep into the early and mid-2000s.

My grim vision of a world in which a horror writer’s imagination literally leaks out of his head to wage supernatural war against unsuspecting Mankind was not just wildly visionary for the time, but is now judderingly prescient. Who knew then that a reality would soon be upon us in which every crazy thought or theory dreamed up by untold doomscribes (Them) would possess enough potency and power in the minds of the terrified masses (You) to emerge, breathing and seething, as grim, hard fact (IT).

Sure, it was a simpler world back then, but the seeds of doom were already sown. By decade’s end, I’d lost my publishing contract (having assaulted my then-editor with his company pager), my closest friends (who were, actually, it turns out, all arseholes) the love of my own wife and daughters (possibly partly my fault), a significant proportion of my sanity (nothing remotely sexual), all hope in a brighter future, and – perhaps worst of all – my beloved Jenson Interceptor (impounded on the streets of Hemel Hempstead following a viewing of several one-bedroom apartments that ultimately were too expensive).

In my youth (though technically late middle-age), I ventured forth into the darkness on a personal odyssey of pain, to bring forth from the hell of my own brain a book of Darkdom befitting this age of ruin.

Read with extreme caution.

 

‘The TerrorTome’.

 

– Garth Marenghi, Cosmic Veil-Render, Twixt-Dimensional Visionary and former Grand Duke of Darkness (now Archduke)





TYPE-FACE

(Dark Lord of the Prolix)

 

‘The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.’

– The Big Bumper Book of Quotations, p. 319





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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