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INCARCERAT

/In'ka:serate/

noun

a being of superior power and intelligence shackled by physical, temporal and/or spatial fetters.

Origin

Medieval Latin ‘in’ (into); ‘carcer’ (prison) > ‘incarcerare’ > ‘incarcerat’ (imprisoned) > mid-sixteenth century ‘incarcerate’ > Steen, Nick O. 1999, Hell Off Earth ‘Incarcerat’ (n). Omega In Extremis.





INTRODUCTION

 

My own incarceration began at around 9.25 a.m. on 22 September 1999 in the lobby of a three-star hotel in Swansea (now two-star). I wasn’t physically imprisoned there (though the place has certainly earned itself a reputation over the years). Nor was I locked up, bound hand to foot, gagged, pissed on or forced to slop out my own faecal matter by anyone at that establishment. Those events came later, and were, as you will shortly learn, largely self-administered.

But my self-imposed incarceration – an incarceration of the mind – began on that particular morning, at the precise moment I was forced to report the unclean and potentially hazardous state of my family’s room to what, for want of a better term, I shall refer to as the hotel’s ‘concierge’. Though ‘tosspot’ is my preferred appellation.

The occasion was Conspiracon ’99, a one-off joint horror-SF event organised in anticipation of the much-vaunted but ultimately disappointing damp squib of a global apocalypse scheduled for the following year.FN1 

Naively, I’d elected to take along my wife Pam and our eldest daughter, then in her early teens, to show her (my daughter – not Pam, who knows what I do and reads all my work whether she wants to or not) a little of the public side of my profession. More crucially, my intention was to get her to film me accepting my award for ‘Best Evisceral Puncturing’, so that I could subsequently hawk it on VHS from my then ground-breaking website page.FN2 

Unfortunately, things had not gone well since our arrival the day before, and my daughter,FN3 when she could wrestle her attention away from the local shopping mall, had insisted I complain about the state of our facilities, having discovered ‘eggs’ in the lining of our hotel bedding. This was no surprise to me – there were always clutches of minute, unidentified sacs in the sheets of this particular hotel, and I flat out refused to rock the boat, given we’d been granted one of their cheapest rooms at a slightly reduced rate and had already booked a weekend’s worth of exclusively curry-based catering. Not only that, but I was the official ‘host’ for the convention, and in this capacity had graciously agreed to part-subsidise my daughter’s mandatory attendance fee. 

I felt the least she could do was endure a few bouts of frenzied clawing in the shank area in exchange for a token reduction. Yet there followed, as I might well have predicted if I hadn’t been focused on demolishing my king-size portion of mutton dal in a distant conference room somewhere below, a long, dark night of female scritchrionics. Before I knew what was happening, Pam was waking me roughly from sleep, resolutely forbidding me to commence my much-anticipated cooked breakfast in the freshly sluiced conference room, until I’d raised the matter of the affected sheets, two of which no longer sported ‘eggs’ at all, I noted. Presumably owing to an occurrence of nocturnal hatching.

It was while I was remonstrating audibly with the ‘concierge’, much to the amusement of my fellow guest speakers currently enjoying their tepid morning kormas, that I noticed my daughter had wandered off to a table by the freshly ransacked snack dispensary and was calmly, yet quite brazenly, reading a copy of Carl Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted World.

Now I have great respect for the late Carl Sagan, if little or none for his theories. I admire his exercise regime and commitment to meeting the World Health Organization’s recommended intake of 25g of roughage per day. I also like his anoraks. But as for Carl’s stance on the likely future course of human evolution? Someone hold my goblet.

Look, I’ve read Carl Sagan.FN4 I’ve watched bits of that tedious pro-gramme he did, best scrolled in small chunks on a streaming platformof your choice if it ever deigns to flash up. Hell, I even agree with his views on the human R-Complex (and have employed them extensively in this book). But as for science leading the way forward in human evolution, as opposed to superstition? Someone hold my other goblet.

Bottom line, friend. Superstition is our way out of this mess. How can mankind ever truly progress until it learns to live with the horror of reality, no matter how dark and twisted that might be? For this, in a nutshell, is what we face as a species. And let me say now that I’m no conspiracy nut. People aren’t lizards. They’re salamanders. Our Earth isn’t round, or flat. It’s oblong. Clouds aren’t UFOS. Or UAPS. They’re UPOOS.FN5 And a chilling yarn by yours truly ain’t no frivolous serving of exploitative trash. My work reflects nothing less than reality itself.FN6 Truth is, pilgrim, my oeuvre doth more for mankind than any amount of demonstrating the fourth dimension via some primary-school classroom apparatus and an apple.

Or at least that’s what I thought.

For at this point I found myself engaged in a public debate with my own daughter about bloody Carl Sagan in that hotel lobby, with a gathering of jeering professional colleagues surrounding us, shoving her forward so we might physically scrap. I will admit that I finally lost my temper and cancelled her reservation entirely, turfing her out on to the streets of Swansea with the instruction to ‘go slum it, sister’.

Then Pam told me – likewise, in front of everyone – that she wouldn’t sanction such behaviour from a man still daubed with specks of ghee, and I left the convention forthwith and went to live in rented accommodation.

And in that terrible, harsh period of loneliness and isolation, I freely admit that I let myself go. Scorned personal hygiene. Slopped out instead of flushed. Sheared my whole body in protest. Ate oatmeal.

Then, not having spoken to my nearest and dearest for two long days, I finally picked up the copy of Carl Sagan’s The Demon-Haunted World my daughter had hurled violently at the back of my head, and read the damned thing from top to tail.

Did I agree with Carl this time?

Read Incarcerat, friend, and you’ll find out.FN7 

 

Garth Marenghi,

Grand High Revealerer,

Arch-Deniering of the Un-Truth,

Lord Apportioner o’ the Blaming.

Octember 2023





PORTENTUM

(or, THE GOD SOCKET)





CHAPTER ONE

‘Sole Survivor’

A black plume of smoke rose high over Stalkford Airport as another fuel tank exploded. Air Traffic Controller Sly Pickens, a peripheral character whom we won’t meet again in this story, flicked a big switch on the console in front of him, signalling ground control to wave in a fresh fleet of ambulances.

Flight SA13 had landed.

The front of the plane alone was intact, its rear fuselage having disintegrated entirely upon impact. The blackened nose of the stricken airbus lay at an angle on the gouged and scorch-marked runway, its inflatable stairway buffeted in all directions by powerful gusts from the evening’s unexpected and ultimately deadly August storm. 

Though torrents of rain lashed hard against the strewn and scattered wreckage, they did little to dispel the rising smoke and flames. Detached seats and strewn luggage lay in shattered pieces as far as the eye could see, glowing fiercely in the night like hot coals. What pieces remained of the jumbo’s splintered interior lay crisp and blackened on the concrete like burned, smoking chips in a giant oven tray. And if catapulted luggage were the stricken plane’s metaphorical vegetable, then what remained of the passengers themselves was its undigested crackling; a purplish brown cluster of bubbling, charred body-meat, whose scent was borne upon the whipping breeze like the unholiest of gravies.

Medics and firemen moved steadily through the wreckage, lighting much-needed fags from the frazzled husks to steady their nerves, before dousing what remained of the dead in industrial-strength extinguisher foam. As they progressed gradually towards the twisted struts of the jumbo’s melting galley, nobody glimpsed the small flurry of movement occurring inside the plane’s teetering cockpit. No one spied the human figure forcing its way through a smashed window in the main cabin, before clambering sideways over the nose towards the jumbo’s crumpled left wing. The man, for the figure wore trousers, was clothed in uniform, and although his shirt was covered with flecks of blood and spattered jet fuel, there was no mistaking the captain’s stripes on both shoulder lapels. 

For this was the pilot of the downed airbus.

The sole survivor . . .

As the figure dropped to the floor of the runway from the bent wing and collected his suitcase from a mangled food-trolley melting rapidly against one of the Boeing’s vast, dislocated landing wheels, a nearby fireman looked up from a smoking skull and nodded at him.

‘Evening, Nick.’

‘Evening, Steve,’ replied the pilot, still hardly believing that this was his profession now, having worked primarily as a best-selling horror novelist for the last thirty years. With a palpable air of nonchalance, he transferred the single-breasted, Oxford Blue pilot’s blazer from his right arm and tugged it on, elevating one of its padded collars over his head to shield his smooth and smoky-topaz mane from the relentless rain.

‘Welcome to Stalkford Airport, Captain Steen,’ said one of the paramedics, smiling wryly as he held out an object in his hand. ‘I think you dropped this.’ 

The captain reached over and took back his pilot’s cap, which had become dislodged from his head mid-crash and, like him, had miraculously escaped any lasting damage from the plane’s catastrophic impact with the ground and subsequent inferno. He winked at the medic, acknowledging the man’s excellent display of dry wit amid trying circumstances, then popped on the cap swiftly over his thick, lustrous hair and marched at a professional pace towards the airport’s main building across the runway. 

‘I’ll remember it next time,’ he called out behind him, as the rescue crews continued with their work, the grim task of recovery destined to occupy them, as always, long into the night. 

Next time, reflected Nick Steen, former best-selling horror author turned doomed airline pilot for Stalkford Airways, to himself. 

Next time.

There was always next time.

For the circumstances of the horrific air accident Nick found himself emerging from had once been nothing more real than a series of calamitous events described within the pages of one of his own horror tomes. Published more than twenty years earlier, The Portentor (or Portentoror for the US edition) had recounted the chilling story of Captain Gary Tracker, commercial air pilot and sole survivor of a devastating plane crash. Caught in a supernatural time warp, Tracker is forced to endure a never-ending cycle of near-identical aviation accidents from which he emerges continually as sole survivor. 

To make matters worse, each fresh air disaster is foretold uncannily in Tracker’s mind via recurring portentums (hence The Portentor): an eerie psychokinetic ability to ‘see’ future events before they happen. This has somehow been engineered by Tracker’s initial crash, and with each fresh accident only increases in intensity, meaning he’s soon caught in an endless cycle of death-prefiguration followed by near-death experience, followed by death-prefiguration followed by near-death experience, etc. It’s a total nightmare. 

The book’s cover had depicted the sinister image of a man’s face – half pilot, half skull – with a jumbo jet spiralling in a terrifying death-arc directly through a hole in the protagonist’s nose, splitting the forehead above it in two while igniting both eye sockets with subtly rendered bursts of exploding jet fuel. These symbolised in visual terms the ‘pupils of death’ that would ultimately curse the book’s hero with uncanny psychic foresight. For, as Tracker gradually discovers, he’s not just developing a psychic ability to foretell events, but also one that can influence them as well. And with that devastating realisation comes yet another, even more devastating, revelation: that Gary Tracker has somehow emerged from this never-ending cycle of disasters as a God among men, and not a particularly benevolent one. 

It was a dense cluster of truly frightening premises. And with Nick’s name rendered solidly in embossed gold lettering above the cover’s central image, and the book’s title displayed prominently below it in electric blue, The Portentor had proved to be one of Nick’s most terrifying novels, and on the page it should have remained. Yet now, owing to Nick Steen’s imagination having escaped from his mind, seeping out continuously from his head for several months following his accidentally opening a portal to another dimension (having once engaged in shady physical relations with a cursed typewriter), the book in question had suddenly sprung to life. Now Nick Steen himself was caught up in the midst of a destructive portentory maelstrom unleashed by his own writing. 

Nick Steen now was Gary Tracker in all but name. And with each fresh air accident and terrifying brush with death, deepening psychokinetic abilities were gradually manifesting themselves inside Nick’s own brain. Not just an ability to foresee the future, but additional ones as well. 

Like boiling an egg using only the power of his mind. Currently, the process took over four hours, meaning it was ultimately more practical to use a pan. But who knew what other terrifying psychic powers might soon awaken inside his brain? 

And in that, Nick fervently believed, lay Stalkford’s ultimate salvation. For if he could somehow continue to endure these nightly plane crashes, knowing he’d ultimately and miraculously walk away from them uninjured, sole survivor every time, then maybe, just maybe, he could develop those latent psychic abilities enough to become the all-powerful psychic force depicted in his original novel. Then he could at long last turn the table on his rampaging demonic visions. Defeat them once and for all, thus saving Stalkford, and the surrounding counties, from ultimate destruction. Plus get the egg-boiling down to one minute, max. 

Nick blew a disbelieving whistle from his lips, awestruck by the sheer magnitude of the task that lay ahead. Before all that, he needed to relax. Recharge. Cop some badly needed Zs. 

He slapped his forehead suddenly, remembering. He had a date with Julia, damn it. Former air stewardess, now Female Air Traffic Control Assistant, whose surname he couldn’t remember and whose life he’d saved from premature death by firing her aggressively from her first job for serving him tepid coffee on the morning of that initial disastrous Flight SA13 to Bogotá. 

Nick smiled, recalling the memory. He wondered where he could take Julia tonight, before realising, with sudden regret, that he’d agreed to let her make that decision. No doubt it meant a prolonged bout of late-night shopping in the duty-free lounge before any hint of petting could commence. Perhaps he should just fire her again . . .

Breaking free from his thoughts, Nick saluted the team of arriving Air Accident Investigators, high-fived Marcus, their accompanying Critical Incident Officer, and passed through a door into the main terminal building. He took an escalator up to the main concourse and followed the exclusive crew lane through to customs.

‘Nice flight?’ asked Customs Officer Fran Locker, whom Nick was also dating, though not as frequently as he was Julia.

‘It was,’ Nick joked.

‘Maybe some deeply probing questions would soften you up?’ she said, cracking her knuckles. ‘How about a brief, bruising body search in one of the security cells?’

‘Not tonight, Fran,’ Nick said, knowing that such a physical parley would only instigate another public catfight between her and Julia, which Nick would no doubt have to referee again.

Frowning, Fran handed him a scrawled note.

‘Roz Bloom,’ she said. ‘Can you phone her back? She said it’s urgent.’

‘It’s always urgent with Roz,’ sighed Nick as he passed through baggage retrieval, waving away thick smoke from a revolving stream of charred luggage, before heading into departures. As a waiting crowd of photographers and news journalists flashed their cameras at him, vying for attention in the hope of an interview scoop with Stalkford’s ‘Miracle Survivor’, Nick scanned the concourse in vain for Julia, then moved into the drinks lounge.

He ordered his usual complimentary whisky from Phyllis, the barmaid, whom Nick was considering dating after Julia and Fran, then crossed over to an empty phone booth and dialled Roz’s number.

‘Well?’ he asked, as his former editor picked up the phone.

‘I heard about the accident,’ Roz said, stifling tears. ‘A big one, they said . . .’

‘Yeah, devastating,’ Nick replied. ‘But I’m okay, thank God. Stop crying.’

‘But Nick,’ Roz whispered, swallowing tears. ‘What about the others?’

‘What others?’

‘The dead and dying, Nick.’

‘The dead, Roz. The rest have stopped breathing. I’m sole survivor, remember?’

‘But there are so many now, Nick. If you actually count up all the various crash casualties . . .’

‘Which I won’t . . .’

‘There are over three thousand now, Nick. Three thousand lost souls. And you seem utterly unconcerned about a single one of them.’

‘Correct.’

‘To you, these endless, devastating air disasters are simply routine flights.’

Nick sighed, hardly believing that he was needing to go through all this again. ‘Like I’ve told you numerous times, Roz, I’m the victim here. I’m the one dealing with the persistent, day-to-day trauma of it all. I’m the one emerging from each crash as sole survivor, with all the psychological disorientation and confusion that entails. Not only that, but I’m also having to handle these emerging psychokinetic powers of mine, namely an unnerving psychic awareness of future events and, as of last night, a creepy egg-boiling ability. All that lot have to do is die.’

He realised he was speaking too loudly. People were turning in their seats to watch. There he is, Nick imagined them thinking. Captain Steen. The air disaster guy. That Sky-Jonah who sees the future.

Well, they’re wrong, Nick thought angrily, downing his whisky in one. Not least because ‘Jonah’ is a phrase referring to an unlucky seaman, not an airman, even if they’ve added ‘Sky’ at the front in an attempt to legitimise their mistake. The twats. He dashed his tumbler to the floor, which failed to smash as he’d intended, being a plastic one. He turned his face from the other patrons, embarrassed, wishing bitterly that he’d been able to predict that eventuality. Damn it, why was Roz always on his back about these bloody air disasters?

‘You’re knowingly flying innocents to their doom, Nick,’ Roz snapped suddenly in his ear. ‘Night after night. Doesn’t your conscience even care about that?’

‘Whether it cares or not, Roz, there’s a good reason I’m flying these lost souls into an early grave. I’m developing my psychic abilities. Which are improving with each fresh disaster. At some point, they’ll have developed sufficiently for me to be able to destroy, once and for all, these escaping horrors of my mind. I’m actually saving the world here, Roz. Not just a few thousand tightwads on some doomed weekend budget flight from Ibiza. Sure, it’s sad; I get that. But these are pawns in a cosmic game. A cosmic game that has to be played for the sake of Mankind. I’m almost there, Roz. I can feel it. I may not be able to bend a spoon with my mind just yet, but I can certainly dull the shine on a brass ornament following eight weeks of concentrated staring. One day very soon, I’ll become so powerful that I’ll be able to single-handedly defeat all those horrors that my mind has inadvertently unleashed upon unsuspecting humanity.’

‘And what new psychokinetic ability have you developed tonight, Nick?’ asked Roz, her voice calmer now. ‘How close are you getting?’

Nick thought for a moment. ‘I’m not quite sure, Roz. Now that you mention it, as yet I can’t detect any notable change in my telekinetic powers since tonight’s disaster. But I’m sure it will manifest itself sooner or later.’ 

He looked down at his watch. He was late for Julia. Correction: Julia was early for him.

‘Gotta go,’ he said.

‘Wait, Nick. There’s one more thing. You remember that other book you wrote?’

‘I wrote lots of books, Roz.’

‘That other aviation-based sole survivor-themed horror series . . .’

Nick screwed his eyes shut, trying to recall the book in question.

‘Deathflap,’ Roz said, jogging his memory.

Nick winced inwardly. Hell, he’d forgotten all about Deathflap.

‘What about Deathflap?’

‘And the sequels, Nick,’ Roz added. ‘Don’t forget the sequels. Deathflap 2: Return of the Deathflap. Deathflap 3: The Flappening. Deathflap 4 . . .’

‘Cut to the chase, Roz,’ Nick said. After all, the series had gone all the way up to Deathflap 85, aka Flapocalypse IV (Deathflap vs Squawker).

‘Well, in case you need reminding, Nick, the Deathflap series also featured the sole survivor of a plane crash. Only that character, Steve Tracker, wasn’t haunted by portentums, Nick. He was haunted by Death itself.’

Nick shuddered, suddenly remembering. There was a reason he’d put those books out of his mind. ‘Correction, Roz,’ he said, trying to keep calm. ‘Steve Tracker was haunted by Deathflap. Not Death.’

‘Well whatever the actual name, Nick, Deathflap was a terrifying embodiment of the Grim Reaper in half-skeleton, half-pterodactyl form. And if you remember, it pursued Steve Tracker because he’d eluded death. Escaped it, crash after crash. But it came for him in the end, Nick, precisely because Steve Tracker had spurned Death. Escaped, night after eerie night, the deadly flapping of Deathflap’s bony, webbed-winged embrace.’

‘Deathflap’s wings are partly feathered, Roz.’

‘That series ended, Nick,’ said Roz, ignoring him, ‘because Clackett issued you with an ultimatum. Either Deathflap finally catches up with Steve Tracker in a concluding volume, or the series gets cancelled anyway.’

Bloody Clackett, Nick moaned, inwardly. Perhaps he should invite his former publishers on board his next flight. Then he sensed Roz was gearing up for something more.

‘Come on then, Roz,’ said Nick. ‘Spit it out.’

‘Deathflap is abroad, Nick.’

‘Where? Mogadishu? The Canary Islands?’

‘Abroad in the supernatural sense, Nick – i.e., around. Reports are coming in of a leathery skull-like demon crossing international airspace, Nick. Deathflap’s coming for you.’

Dammit, that’s all he needed. Another sole-survivor aviation-based horror novel of his invading the current living embodiment of a sole-survivor aviation-based horror of his.

‘Sure, Roz,’ said Nick, putting it out of his mind. Hell, he had enough horrors to contend with on a daily basis, didn’t he? One more couldn’t hurt. ‘I’ll keep an eye out.’

‘Make sure you do, Nick. Because at some point soon, Deathflap itself is going to catch up with you. Sole survivor or no sole survivor.’

‘Well, he can flap off as far as I’m concerned!’ Nick barked, then hung up. 

Ignoring the stares from surrounding drinkers, he grabbed his flight case and marched back out into departures. Julia was there at last, standing where he’d told her to meet him, directly outside the gents’ loos.

‘You’re early,’ he said, coldly.

‘I’m sorry, Nick,’ Julia replied, puckering her lips. He attempted a heavy pet, but was immediately rebuffed. 

‘I thought we’d try the duty-free perfume aisle tonight.’

‘Sure,’ Nick said, wearily. Evidently his nightly brushes with death were starting to pale with her. ‘Or we could just go back to mine?’

‘Not tonight, Nick. I’m shopping,’ said Julia, already racing off towards the glow of lights gleaming from a distant perfume counter.

He paused, considering calling a taxi for one, and then saw two men in suits holding up a piece of cardboard with his name on it.

‘Captain Steen?’ said the taller of the two.

‘Yes?’

‘We’re here to take you to the awards ceremony.’

‘Awards ceremony?’ replied Nick, confused. ‘What awards ceremony?’

‘Why, to honour your extensive achievement in best-selling horror fiction. You did receive our invitation?’

‘No,’ said Nick, confused. He couldn’t remember receiving anything. Though he’d hardly been home between flights, he reflected. He had asked Julia to sort through his mail and do all the cooking and cleaning while he was away. No doubt she’d tossed out the invitation, along with all those gone-off cartons of salad he refused to touch.

He examined the two men, closely. The youngest was tall, blond-haired and of slim build. He wore a pair of mirrored shades. The man beside him holding up the piece of card was older and heavier than his companion. This guy was balding slightly; a pair of long, greying sideburns drawing his hair downward, away from what looked like an old medical scar stretching halfway across his forehead. The man’s hands sported a pair of black leather driving gloves that grasped the length of card tightly, crushing each side. Both men wore sharp-looking suits; the younger’s a tailored dark navy affair, his companion’s a grey, functional off-the-peg. 

Maybe these guys were on the level. One thing was certain. Neither of them were part skeleton, part pterodactyl. And what harm could an award do him, anyway? Having instigated a devastating supernatural catastrophe directly threatening the entire future of the human race, Nick’s profile could do with a bit of positive publicity.

‘Why not?’ said Nick. ‘Let’s go.’

The older man took Nick’s flight case from him and ushered him outside. Out by the taxi rank, the man’s blond-haired companion pointed towards their waiting car, which displayed a prominent logo down one side.

‘Nulltec,’ Nick read. Nulltec . . . Nick knew that name. But before he could remember where from exactly, he was struck by the vision.
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