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INTRODUCTION

I WARNED YOU.

 

Didn’t I warn you? Yes, I warned you, alright. Oh, how I warned you. There’s warning and there’s warning and, believe me, I warned. I warned you. That’s right, friend. You. 

 

Yes, you were warned. Yes, you were. How dare you imply that you weren’t warned when I know full well that you were, very specifically, warned. 

 

You were warned, friend, about what would happen. Ah, I see you’re starting to remember, now. That’s right, pilgrim. I warned you about what would happen to this Earth.

 

That’s right, This Earth. Not that Earth, or another Earth somewhere way over there that no-one’s even seen or heard about. No, I warned you about this Earth. This Earth that’s been bursted. That’s right, pilgrim.

 

THIS BURSTED EARTH.

 

Look around you, friend. Are you seriously trying to tell me that this Earth hasn’t been bursted? That it’s somehow in ‘fine fettle’ or apparent ‘good shape’? Seriously? Seriously?

 

Seriously???

 

You are serious, aren’t you? You’re seriously trying to tell me that this Earth, This Bursted Earth, has not remotely been bursted. 

 

You Fool. You poor, poor fool.

But I am not a fool.

I, pilgrim, am The Warner. 

 

The Warner O’ Mankind.

 

And I, The Warner, warn you now, as I warned you then, that this Earth hath been bursted.

 

For this be a Bursted Earth. An Earth so bursted that it shalt forever be known, heretoforth, as This Bursted Earth.

 

Look around you again, pilgrim. Only this time really look around you. Here swells Misrulerage. Unfair-ity. Despotatos. And loft, ‘pon yonder horizon, doth ride the five Horsemen of Armageddolypse. 

 

What’s that, you say, friend? How might you be saved? 

 

Heh heh heh. 

 

Too late for that, pilgrim. Too damned late. As I say, I did warn you multiple times.

 

All I can advise ye now is to follow me, friend. Follow me in my Dance of Doom. For I ‘twilt now dance the Dance of Doom across This Bursted Earth for all Eternitum i.e. the foreseeable.

 

I doth warned ye, pilgrim.

 

Yet heed me did ye nay.

 

 

Disapprovingly,

 

Garth Marenghi,

Bewarner of Mankind

(Or Ladykind

If that be thy poison)

C/O Flat 9B,

New Spa Heights,

Drummond Mansion Developments,

Staines.





BONELORD
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CHAPTER ONE

Nick Steen woke with a scream and immediately checked his balls. No longer on a snooker table being potted by Steve Davis, Ray Reardon and Dennis Taylor in hooded robes, thank God.

Another nightmare, then. Like the one he’d had last month about being incarcerated in some secret government medical research facility run by the sinister Dr Barbara Nullman.* A place that existed for real now, Nick recalled with horror, thanks to his imagination continually leaking out into reality from that portal to another dimension situated somewhere in the middle of his own head.

 

* See Garth Marenghi’s Incarcerat, the events of which should now be discarded as merely the figments of a protracted dream or nightmare, Nick being a passive figure throughout and Roz Bloom herself being chief protagonist in one of the tales – which, as I warned Ken Hodder on numerous occasions, WOULD NOT SELL. GM

 

And in the same way that Nulltec was now part of Stalkford’s everyday world, situated just south of the town centre on the borders of Chokewood Forest, waiting to entrap Nick for real someday, soon a satanic Steve Davis, rabid Ray Reardon and demonic Dennis Taylor would be joining it. More hellish figments of Nick’s escaping imagination somehow made manifest.

For that’s how things were now, Nick reflected bitterly. Exhausted as he was from continually battling the demonic monsters of his own paperback novels, which were escaping at all hours through a huge portal in the centre of his brain, the grim fact remained that his unpublished works were also starting to manifest themselves. Now every single nightmare Nick suffered had the potential to come to terrifying life as well, alongside the already-rampaging demons from the pages of his existing books.

Which meant the task of destroying all these escaping figments of his imagination was getting harder. And that wasn’t the worst of it – because now there were additional horrors coming to life. Horrors Nick could neither recall writing nor dreaming up. Monsters buried so far down in the murky depths of his id that even Nick’s subconscious mind was unaware of their existence. But they were coming to life, that much was certain. Even if he didn’t know what, or where, or why, or wherefore they were.

Like the creature he was currently hunting. A terrifying unknown entity that seemed to strike out of nowhere, attacking entire gatherings of people at once with no hint of warning. Physically deboning all and sundry in a bloody whirlwind of giddying, exploding gore.

First had come the massacre at Stalkford’s public swimming pool. The victims were so thoroughly mangled that all the police were able to retrieve from what used to be water were a pathetic collection of shredded Speedos.

Then came the mass evisceration of Stalkford County Council’s Board of Members at their annual budget review, resulting in an unprecedented seventy-five per cent increase in spending owing to the clean-up bill alone.

This was followed by the garden centre deboning, initially presumed by investigators to have been caused by an altercation over the exorbitant asking price for a 2006 Michael Flatley Live DVD,* but which had eventually been traced to their organic food kiosk – at which point both the police, and Nick himself, had lost interest.

 

* Sadly, since writing this, Covid has wrought near-total devastation on the UK garden centre-based DVD entertainment industry. Where once you could find out-of-print classics like 2008’s 30th Anniversary Tour DVD of Jeff Wayne’s War of the Worlds (featuring Justin Hayward and the virtual reanimated corpse of Richard Burton), as well as the in-many-ways-superior 2012 New Generation version featuring Marti Pellow and the voice of Gary Barlow, these days it’s just jigsaws of World War Two bombing runs and colouring books for adults. Go figure. GM 

 

Then there was the ill-fated booze cruise, the decks of which were still being sluiced. And that was followed almost immediately by what newspapers had dubbed the ‘Meat Raffle Massacre’, a crime proving almost impossible to investigate as much of the physical evidence had been consumed inadvertently during the killings themselves.

Finally, there were those mass slayings at the Raunch Pot, Stalkford’s notorious, run-down, cinematic sleaze-pit. Police Commissioner Bob Kettlestrom hadn’t considered this worth spending his already-overstretched manpower on, though a large stash of X-rated films were immediately seized and distributed among members of the initial investigating squad.

Six massacres. Six multiple-crime scenes. No witnesses. And not a single one of the victims remotely identifiable. Just pile after pile of the mortally deboned. It was proving to be Nick’s toughest and messiest challenge yet, and so far he didn’t possess a single clue as to what was going on, or what particular monster was deboning Stalkford’s unsuspecting soon-to-be-deboned.

Nick needed help from somewhere, yet he knew deep down that help was no longer forthcoming. For all those who’d assisted Nick in the past were either dead, like Bruford* and Capello,† or now sworn enemies, believing they somehow deserved equal praise for helping destroy wave after wave of Stalkford’s hellish supernatural assailants. Sure, they might have picked up a shotgun here or there and helped Nick blaze away at assorted marauding hellspawn, but did those hangers-on share any of Nick’s private pain? His sporadic moments of self-reflective anguish and occasional inner torments? Of course they didn’t. Hence Nick steadfastly refusing to grant any of them credit where credit was apparently due. But though Nick’s pride might be intact, there was no denying that the task of battling numerous demons single-handedly was getting tougher by the day.

 

* A psychic dugong bodily exploded in The Dark Fractions. See Garth Marenghi’s TerrorTome.

 

† A live-wire Italian talk-show therapist turned crazed vigilante, killed fighting an army of Boners alongside his shredded brother Dwayne in Bride of Bone. See Garth Marenghi’s TerrorTome.

 

And given that Commissioner Bob Kettlestrom held Nick personally responsible for this latest slew of appalling crimes, claiming they could only have originated, like all these other monsters of late, from the author’s escaping subconscious, Nick couldn’t even call upon the local police force for aid.

And despite Nick’s having convinced Roz Bloom, his erstwhile female editor, to give up her career in publishing and join the cops in an attempt to plead his cause and help get Kettlestrom off his back, she’d proved as useless as ever, Nick reflected, rolling himself off the bed to check once more that his balls really weren’t still being potted.

For it had been Roz who’d informed him that Bob Kettlestrom was now after Nick’s blood. And it was only a matter of time, she’d warned Nick, before Kettlestrom’s public lobbying for a return of the death sentence would finally reach sympathetic ears in the Senate, now that Stalkford City Council’s replacement board had been sworn in and were already hellbent on preventing a second massacre from occurring during their inaugural meeting.

‘First item on the agenda?’ Roz had warned. ‘Restoration of the death sentence.’

‘Whatever,’ Nick had replied.

‘And the second?’

‘Hit me.’

‘The immediate arrest and execution of Nick Steen as suspected chief orchestrator of the current supernatural crisis.’

‘Forgive me while I yawn, Roz.’

And Nick had yawned. But it had been a fake yawn. A yawn born of mere bravado. Because Nick wasn’t naive enough to presume he’d get a fair trial if the authorities decided to slap him in chains. Hell, he wouldn’t even get an unfair trial. Because what Police Commissioner Kettlestrom was proposing, Nick had learned from Roz, was the power to execute, or ‘whack’, a suspect without due process. To whack them at will, and without warning. In other words, the authority to conduct summary whackings without fear of repercussion.

And unless Nick could somehow solve this particular series of murders single-handedly, thereby showing Kettlestrom that victory over the powers of supernatural evil was possible via Nick’s leadership alone, then it was merely a matter of time before the authorities came looking for him. And though a simple stop-and-whack might well destroy Nick’s supernatural mind-portal once and for all (Roz told him they were also considering pile-driving his head into the ground), Nick couldn’t bear the thought of a world continuing without his fiction, incarnate or not.

Nick Steen wasn’t prepared to die yet, damn it. He still had so much to offer. More books, for a start. And then the sequels. Then more books. Followed by even more books. Damn it, Nick Steen had to survive.

He crossed the room and pulled back the curtain, staring out over row upon row of moonlit rooftops. It was the dead of night, and in the far distance Nick could hear the distinctive wail of racing police sirens. The old saying Nick had just invented was still true: Stalkford never slept. And neither did he anymore. As Nick glanced upwards, towards the glaring white disc of a full moon overhead, he thought he sensed something strange about its surface. Something that unnerved him, though for the moment Nick couldn’t tell what precisely that was.

Maybe the moon demons from his novel The Moon Demons had finally set their eyes – and bared arse cheeks – upon the shores and oceans of distant Earth. Or perhaps the vast cosmic eye from his novel The Crust from Nowhere was about to blink down at him from some distant moon crater, dislodge a vast ball of ‘sleep’ from its giant tear duct, then send it, and a subsequent shower of deadly eye discharge, spiralling towards Earth on an unstoppable path of destruction.

But before Nick could decide exactly what the problem with the moon was, the phone in his bedroom rang.

Nick yanked the receiver from its cradle on the bedside table and spoke.

‘Nick Steen, demon-slayer?’

‘Nick? It’s Roz.’

His former editor’s voice sounded unusually fragile, as if she’d recently suffered a shock of some kind. Presumably Kettlestrom had informed her that make-up and slingbacks weren’t standard-issue uniform.

He was wrong.

‘There’s been another deboning.’

‘Another one? Whereabouts?’

‘That’s what’s so awful, Nick. It happened right here, at this very police station. Every single prisoner in our cells is now a splotch of eviscerated meat, as well as most of our police officers. Including the head of Stalkford’s FBI Office.’

‘So why aren’t you dead?’

‘I was working late at the morgue, Nick. Attempting to identify the remains of all these previous debonings. Now, thanks to this fresh massacre, my workload’s increased exponentially.’

‘Tough titty, Roz. You took on the job.’

‘I know, Nick. I really should stop complaining. And I guess there’s a good chance of promotion now, at any rate. Who knows, if I play my cards right, maybe I can become the new head of Stalkford’s FBI Office? And on another plus side, I guess I already possess some initial clue to the identities of these particular victims, given that a huge number of them are my former work colleagues.’

‘Please tell me Kettlestrom’s dead.’

‘I’m afraid not, Nick. He was out with a surveillance team, arranging a secret wiretap on your house.’

Nick sighed, angrily. Of all the cops to escape a mass deboning at the police station, why did it have to be Kettlestrom?

‘What do you want me to do about all this?’ he asked.

‘Well, obviously, we’re seriously undermanned now, Nick. There are hardly enough officers left to mop up the remains, let alone conduct any sort of investigation into the massacre. We need your help.’

‘Uh-uh. This is Kettlestrom’s problem, Roz. Not mine.’

‘It is your problem, Nick. Because unless Kettlestrom’s wiretapping plans have been temporarily curtailed . . .’

‘Which they haven’t,’ said a gruff voice, interrupting Roz from somewhere else along the line.

‘You see, Nick? They’re already listening in on you as we speak. And given that you and the police aren’t getting on too well at present, they may just regard you as chief suspect in this latest deboning.’

‘Me?’

‘The monsters are oozing from your head, after all, Nick. So if I were you, I’d come down to the station right now and start doing your level best to solve this case.’

No way, thought Nick. No way am I being dictated to.

‘You just said, Roz, that most of your fellow police officers have been deboned, including the head of Stalkford’s FBI Office. So maybe they don’t quite have enough constables left to arrest me on some trumped-up charge, either. Even if they want to.’

‘Yes, we do,’ said that same distant, disembodied voice.

‘Fine. I’ll be over in ten minutes,’ said Nick, slamming down the receiver hard so that whoever was wiretapping him would know he was annoyed.

Nick sighed, tugging on a clean black shirt and freshly-weathered leather blouson. It looked like he had little choice but to investigate this latest deboning, after all. At least it might provide some temporary respite from his recent run-ins with the police. And maybe he’d finally get a chance to unmask the killer’s true identity, be that some form of crazed psychotic, or a dimension-hopping hell-demon.

One thing was certain, at least. If the killer, whatever it was or consisted of, had now gone and attacked the police themselves, then it was clearly frightened of their investigation and, presumably, of its true identity being discovered. Which meant Nick would need to take extra care when conducting his own enquiries. Because if the thing was capable of deboning the entire contents of a working police station, it would have no trouble eviscerating him as well. No matter how virile and action-packed he might be.

Nick grabbed his .44 Police Detective Special from under his pillow, followed by a phial of holy water from beneath his bed. He had no idea yet whether his assailant was human or not, so he had to prepare for any eventuality. For good measure, Nick opened his bedside drawer and yanked out his harpoon, just in case the killer was a sentient flying shark, then made his way to the door of his apartment. He glanced once more through the curtain to stare boldly up at the moon, daring whatever horror might be hiding on its surface to reveal itself.

But there was nothing there. Just a collection of far-off crevices and craters which looked, now that Nick’s nocturnal fears of the unknown had abated and the task at hand was upon him, no more tangible or solid than a shadow.

A shadow, Nick suddenly perceived, tearing his eyes immediately from the glass pane, of a vast and terrifying skull.

Swiftly, he followed the sound of the sirens.

(Which were on their way to the police station.)

((Where the recent deboning had occurred . . .))





CHAPTER TWO

Nick stepped into the basement holding cells in police-issue waders. Except that now there weren’t any cells. For the fragmented remains of the metallic cage walls that had once kept Stalkford’s worst offenders at bay currently lay submerged beneath the shallow pool of human viscera through which Nick now sloshed.

Roz followed him down the steps, angling a large pumping mechanism in her hand towards the crimson liquid. Nick realised the device must be connected via hosepipe to a portable container unit they’d passed in the corridor above.

‘Shouldn’t you be dusting for prints first?’ said Nick.

‘The killer doesn’t leave any,’ Roz said. ‘We used these suction pumps on the swimming pool case,’ she added, depressing a button on one side of the machine. ‘We had to hire sixteen of them.’

Nick winced as the liquified remains currently lapping at his ankles started to bubble and eddy around him. Then a loud sucking noise gurgled from the pump as the brimming pool of human remains began shooting up its spout. Within seconds, the thing had jammed.

‘Hold on,’ said Roz, switching off the machine before fishing about in the nozzle with her gloved hand. She yanked out a kidney stone. ‘That’s the only solid we’re likely to find,’ she said, popping it into her breast pocket.

Nick gazed down once more at the surrounding human soup. ‘What the hell do you expect me to detect in here, Roz?’ he said, moodily. ‘This is a total waste of my time. If there aren’t any clues left to find, and you won’t let me use the sucker pump, then I’m tempted to go back to bed.’

‘Like I told you before, Nick,’ said Roz, switching on the pump again, ‘we hardly have any officers left to investigate this latest deboning.’

‘Speak up, will you, Roz?’ shouted Nick. ‘I can’t hear you over the gurgling.’

‘I said, all the cops upstairs have been eviscerated!’ Roz shouted back. ‘But that itself gives us a clue. You see, whoever the killer was must have gained access via the main door upstairs, massacred the officers first, then headed down here immediately afterwards.’

‘You mean whatever the killer was,’ said Nick, correcting her and dismissing her attempt at identifying a supposed ‘clue’. ‘This is hardly the work of a human fiend, Roz. I should know. I regularly battle the supernatural denizens of my own brain, remember? And with regard to your alleged ‘“clue”’: how do you know the beast that did this didn’t massacre these prisoners first, then go upstairs to attack the police afterwards? You’re making assumptions, Roz. Frankly, that’s not the sort of behaviour befitting a member of The Royal Majesty’s police force.’

‘But there’s no door to the outside down here, Nick. They would have to have come down from above.’

‘Bullshit,’ snapped Nick. ‘The killer could have been a gas. Or an alternately materialising-slash-dematerialising demonic spirit. Wake up, Roz.’

‘I’m sorry, Nick,’ Roz said, her chastised voice growing quieter and less self-assured than before. ‘I didn’t consider those options. I guess I’m starting to apply scientific principles to a range of phenomena that defy rational logic, despite having joined the police force specifically so that I could advise the authorities on the ways in which supernatural assailants might challenge, if not outright oppose, the typical explanatory parameters of routine police investigations.’

‘Then shape up, Roz. Because we’re facing something untoward here. A force of un-nature that can potentially materialise in an enclosed space and systematically eviscerate an entire building of people without leaving the merest trace of its identity in its wake. If we attempt to defeat this threat with mere truncheons and whistles, we’ll end up as extra condiments in the next bowl of human soup. The fate of our entire civilisation, specifically Stalkford, rests upon our ability to embrace the irrational as bona-fide reality. Now, if you won’t let me use the pump so I can suck up what’s left of these chumps, I’m definitely going back to bed.’

‘You’re going nowhere, Nick Steen,’ said a voice from the doorway. Nick turned to see a short, rotund figure in thigh-length waders splosh down awkwardly into the flooded cell space. The man wore a C&A suit, its bulky jacket not quite concealing the presence of a .38 Special nestled inside a leather shoulder strap.

‘I’m Police Commissioner Bob Kettlestrom, former head of Stalkford’s FBI Office,’ he said, stepping into the light. Kettlestrom’s hair was neatly parted like an early school photo, and his thriple chins wobbled with each swish of his small legs. Yet appearances could be deceptive, thought Nick. For the cold, icy tone of Kettlestrom’s voice told Nick he meant business.

‘Officer Roz didn’t bring you here because we needed your help. She brought you here so I could get a good look at you.’

Kettlestrom sloshed past Roz, moving closer to Nick. He had some trouble doing it, Nick noted; the tops of the lawman’s waders were evidently chafing against the apex of his inner thighs.

‘I’d trim those down a bit if I were you,’ said Nick. ‘Maybe an entire foot or two.’

‘But you’re not me,’ retorted Kettlestrom, coldly. ‘And I wear chafing waders on purpose, because it keeps me on edge, Mister Steen. Literally on edge. This way, I don’t miss a beat. Besides, I don’t like comfort. This world has little comfort in it. My job is to make sure those who do have comfort don’t have that comfort taken away from them by those who crave their own comfort by sowing discomfort. Understand what I’m saying?’

‘Sure. You don’t get comfort from people taking personal comfort from stealing other people’s comfort?’

‘That’s right. Makes me very uncomfortable.’

‘Likewise.’

‘It’s not likewise at all. This whole mess is of your making. I’ve seen the books you write. Hell, I impounded stacks of them when they were being swapped round high schools. I know the kind of sick filth you’ve been pushing on society all these years.’

‘It’s not sick filth. It’s largely horror, with occasional sections of potent horrotica. I agree that the latter probably shouldn’t have been swapped between pubescents.’

‘I don’t care about your books anymore. I care about the contents of your books. Specifically, the contents of your books that are now coming to life. Because of your sick mind, mister. What kind of pervert sleeps with a goddamned typewriter?’

‘It was a cursed typewriter,’* Nick countered. ‘Big difference.’

 

* See and then ensure that you read (and/or hear via critically acclaimed audiobook) ‘Type-Face, Lord of the Prolix’ in Garth Marenghi’s TerrorTome (also critically-acclaimed).

 

‘And what is that difference?’

‘Well, for one thing, a ghost inside the typewriter spoke to me.’

‘What did it say?’

‘I’d rather not say.’

‘Say it.’

‘No.’

‘Say it, or I’ll arrest you.’

‘Do it, bitch.’

‘Okay, you asked for it.’

‘No, that’s what the typewriter said.’

‘It said, “Do it, bitch”?’

‘That’s right. “Do it, bitch.” ’

‘Do what?’

‘Do what it wanted.’

‘And what did it want?’

‘Me to do it.’

‘To do what?’

‘To do things to it.’

‘What things?’

‘Naughty things.’

‘Dirty things?’

‘I guess you’d call them dirty.’

‘Well, were they dirty things or not dirty things?’

‘They were dirty things.’

‘Disgusting things?’

‘Depends what you mean by disgusting.’

‘What do you mean by disgusting?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Well what?’

‘Well, you know, doing dirty, disgusting things . . .’

‘To what?’

‘To a typewriter.’

‘Doing dirty, disgusting things to a typewriter. Am I right?’

‘Right you are.’

‘Thank you, Mister Steen, that’s all I needed to hear. Sign this.’  The police commissioner held out a small notepad and pen.

‘What is it?’ said Nick, taking them from Kettlestrom’s hand.

‘A confession.’

‘But I haven’t confessed anything.’

‘You just confessed to doing dirty, disgusting things to a cursed typewriter. Officer Roz here witnessed that confession. Am I correct, Officer Roz?’

Kettlestrom wasn’t looking at Roz, Nick noted, but she somehow still seemed to be feeling the full force of his gaze.

‘Correct, sir. I witnessed Mister Steen admitting to doing dirty, disgusting things to a cursed typewriter. Plus, I was there at the time, so can vouch for the alleged offence in a court of law.’

‘So sign it,’ said Kettlestrom, still staring at Nick.

What the Hell is Roz playing at? thought Nick. The damned traitor . . .

‘I said sign it, Mister Steen.’

Scarcely able to believe what he was doing, Nick sensed himself being forced into submission. Maybe it was the memory of that evil, dominating presence that had brought so much calamity to Nick’s world . . . the demonic spirit that had single-handedly bursted his own Earth. Yes, it had to be. It had to be that dark memory Nick could never shake. The memory of those things that Type-Face, Lord of the Prolix, had made him do, back when Nick was thirsting for dark knowledge to fuel his own horror writing. Things that had subsequently brought terror and ruin to Stalkford, burrowing a hole through Nick’s brain in order to fill reality with the powerfully destructive figments of his own imagination . . .

Whatever it was that was now sapping Nick’s inner strength, whether it was indeed the spirit of Type-Face, or simply the relentless pressure of what had once been the finest interrogative mind in Stalkford’s FBI Office, Nick found his strength of will waning, wilting like a sprayed garden weed, in a way that it had never done before.

Surrendering, he signed the confession.

‘That’ll be all, Mister Steen,’ said Kettlestrom, snatching the sheet of paper from Nick’s hand. ‘For now, this’ll count as evidence once we recruit enough new officers to arrest you. We’ll be in touch. And remember,’ he added, pointing the pen directly at Nick, ‘we’re watching you.’

With that, Kettlestrom sloshed back through the human soup and, with some difficulty, lifted his waders up each step before disappearing into the upper levels of the station.

‘Thanks a bunch, Roz,’ snapped Nick, once the police commissioner had finally departed. ‘You landed me in it good and proper.’

‘I can’t help that, Nick. I’m a police officer now. I must tell the truth or I might be severely reprimanded. And you did confess, after all.’

‘He coerced me into that confession, Roz! The guy’s a damned pit bull.’

‘Well, whatever he is, Nick, unless you can solve this case soon, he’s going to have you arrested and whacked without trial. It’s only because most of our officers have been murdered that they aren’t out whacking you right now.’

At the thought of that, Nick decided it was time to leave. He wasn’t going to be able do anything to solve this case by working with the police. Or Roz, for that matter, who seemed to have turned into some sort of right-wing fascist overnight. No doubt she already had her eyes set on that vacant position as head of Stalkford’s FBI Office . . . And as far as the authorities were concerned, Nick, by unwittingly unleashing whatever supernatural being this particular perpetrator was into the heart of Stalkford, had technically made himself an accessory in a conspiracy to debone. For that reason alone, he had to get as far away from the police station as possible.

‘See you whenever, Roz. Thanks for nothing.’

But Roz failed to hear him. For at that very moment, a large sucking sound could be heard once more inside the sucker pump’s nozzle. Another blockage.

‘Another kidney stone, I think,’ said Roz, fishing around inside the mechanism. But what she pulled out from the pumping machine was something else entirely. As she rubbed it briefly against her uniform and held it up towards the overhead lights, the object in her hand began to shine and sparkle.

It was a golden locket.

‘Let me see that,’ said Nick, snatching it from Roz’s hand. He flipped open the smooth oval case to reveal a miniature black-and-white portrait of a noble-looking elderly woman clothed in an archaic Renaissance-style gown with her grey hair tied up in an elaborate period beehive.

‘Countess Signora Margarita Mantovani,’ said Nick, reading aloud a row of tiny, ornate lettering carved into the metal beneath the woman’s portrait.

‘Somebody’s girlfriend?’ asked Roz, moving closer to examine the picture.

‘Hardly,’ Nick replied. ‘This withered old crone can only be someone’s grandmother. Tell me, was there a prisoner here with the surname Mantovani?’

‘Not that I can recall,’ said Roz. ‘Prisoners generally have working-class surnames, Nick. Like Stubbs or Greaves.’

‘There’s a Mantovani somewhere in town, if I remember rightly,’ muttered Nick, his contemplative gaze drifting idly over the pool of mangled remains slopping around his feet. Suddenly, his stomach rumbled involuntarily at the sight of what resembled a floating meatball tangled up in strands of delicious spaghetti. ‘That’s it!’ he said, turning his attention back to Roz. ‘Giuseppe Mantovani. He owns an Italian restaurant slap-bang in the middle of the Italian district – and, if I remember correctly, he is also the head of a notorious mafia crime syndicate. Are you sure there was no prisoner here named Mantovani?’

‘I’m certain of it, Nick. Let’s see. There was a Gavin Tucker, a Lenny Bends. Even a Strangler Bates. But no Mantovani.’

‘Then this locket must have belonged to the killer instead,’ said Nick. ‘Dropped accidentally, no doubt, while he or it committed this mass deboning. I suspect Giuseppe Mantovani knows a thing or two about this massacre.’

‘But Nick,’ said Roz as he sloshed past her towards the steps. ‘There’s a chance this locket could have been stolen by the killer. Did you ever stop to think about that? Maybe the Mantovanis had absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with this particular deboning? Maybe this locket was merely a piece of lost evidence from some previous case, uprooted from some forgotten drawer by all these slopping innards?’

‘Careful, Roz,’ warned Nick. ‘You’re beginning to sound like a bad apple. In case you didn’t know, the Mantovanis are one of the oldest and most infamous crime families in the history of Stalkford’s murky underworld. It won’t hurt to ask them a few questions about these shocking debonings – by which I mean, interrogate them harshly under threat of imminent violence.’

And, thought Nick to himself, even if the Mantovanis had nothing to do with these killings, grilling them would at least convince Roz that Nick was doing something constructive to apprehend the killer. Right now, he needed time to think, and to do that he had to ensure Roz kept Bob Kettlestrom off his back. Currently, the only way to do that was to convince her that Nick’s own life was worth saving.

‘I’ll inform Commissioner Kettlestrom,’ Roz said as Nick waded past her. ‘Perhaps if you come up with a lead or two, it’ll keep him off your back for now.’

‘I hope so,’ said Nick. ‘For your sake, Roz. Because if I can’t solve the mystery of this phantom deboner soon – I’m not calling it that, by the way, it’s not The Two Ronnies – you and Kettlestrom may not have time to whack me, even if you wish to. Because by that stage, we might all be stone dead.’

‘Stone dead?’ repeated Roz, fearfully.

‘By which I mean, deboned.’

He left that thought to linger, then made his way outside.

*

Nick yanked open the door of his Honda Civic and slumped himself inside. It was still dark, and most of Stalkford’s restaurants would currently be closed. But if Nick knew anything at all about Stalkford’s mafia, it was that they’d most likely be operating an illegal late-night lock-in, allowing customers to purchase soft lagers and bottles of cheap Chianti after hours.

No wonder the world was in such a mess.

As Nick keyed the ignition and drove out into the neon-lit streets of Stalkford town centre, he thought once more about Kettlestrom’s relentless interrogation technique, and how he’d cruelly coerced Nick into signing his apparent ‘confession’. No one had put Nick under that kind of pressure before (with the exception of Type-Face, Lord of the Prolix himself, who at one point had turned Nick’s body into a liquid). It was only because Roz believed so fervently in the rule of law that he hadn’t slammed her superior officer into the wall and kicked his squat, belligerent arse out into the street. Hell, there were currently no cops around to intervene, after all. But that wouldn’t solve the matter of these debonings. No, the only way to solve this case was to uncover the identity of whatever it was that was committing these crimes, and then flame-throw it.

Nick looked up into the night sky. The moon above was still full, appearing, disappearing, then reappearing between passing banks of cloud.

He could see the face in its surface more clearly now: that giant skull that somehow seemed to be forming from the shadowy contours of those distant craters.

A skull, Nick was increasingly convinced, that grinned.

Grinned at him.

I.e. Nick.
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