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To all fellow connoisseurs of cult B-horror movies: may you one day see what the screen conceals.










  
  
Chapter 1



The man at the end of the bar was saying Don’s name. Over and over, like a mantra, or a question that he couldn’t get out of his head. 

Don turned, the motion sending the bar into a controlled spin, stained wood and fake leather, diamonds of light gleaming off the rows of bottles on the shelves. The speaker had gotten up and was moving toward him unsteadily, wearing an expression between an apology and a smirk. A short, pudgy man in a bad suit, his eyes bloodshot, his scalp gleaming under a ragged comb-over.

“Hey. I know you, man. We met before.” He belched, stuck out a pale hand reminiscent of a dead fish. “Jake Kebbler. Used to write for the Culture section of the Post. We were at the same party a few years ago. Dana Rolfe’s place in New York? Yeah. I thought that was you.”

The name sounded familiar, but the face didn’t register. Don muttered something vaguely agreeable, half-convinced it was a mistake, that the man would realize it soon enough and they would part in mild mutual embarrassment. But his new companion seemed insistent, his mouth opening and closing with an expression of exaggerated friendliness. Don was barely hearing what Kebbler was saying: the last subway train had departed a while ago, the temperature outside had dropped into the low thirties, and his alcohol-muddled brain was working overtime, trying to tote up the taxi fare home and coming up short.

Any hope of a quick exit evaporated as Kebbler barked a sharp laugh, gesturing drunkenly. “I’ve read all your books, man. I’m a big fan. The one about the rocker dude, that was some great stuff. Pure genius.”

His froggy features contorted into a solicitous look. Don knew that look well: he suspected lonely inveterate drunks all over the world acquired it in the small hours of the morning, right after most of the patrons had left but before the bartender kicked them out, just as they prepared to relay their life story to anyone within earshot. “Damn shame what happened. How they treated you. Just want you to know that I never thought it was right.”

Was there a gloating note under the sympathy? Don was drunker than he had assumed. The dim interior of the bar swam around him in a sick, swooping circle. He tried to hold on to his thoughts, but they slipped through his grasp.

The bar was a hole-in-the-wall tucked in a maze of alleys east of Thirteenth Street, a permanently twilit nether-realm of smoke and shadows and piss-stained walls hidden among the cocktail lounges and trendy eateries of Midtown Village. A dive aspiring to loftier status, frequented by lonely deadbeats and cab drivers and the occasional alcoholic cop, infested by roaches and black mold. Don liked the place for its pleather seats and classic rock music and Thirsty Tuesday drink specials. Or maybe it was Thursday; lately he’d been having trouble keeping track of time. Daylight meant padding around his apartment, hungover more often than not, staring out of the window while pretending to work, waiting for the night to fall. Deadlines helped anchor him in this slow, bleak trickle of days, but those were coming fewer and farther between. This sparked a recollection. He had an article due tomorrow and should be getting on his way.

He didn’t realize he had said something until the other man shook his head and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Been a while, man.” Don found himself being steered into a corner booth, a proprietary move that would have aggravated him in a more sober state and with his dignity intact. Right now, his feet seemed to be working against him, obligingly following the stranger’s instructions. Kebbler signaled to the indifferent bartender, sucked his paunch in to maneuver behind the table. “Look, I didn’t mean to bring up the past. Bygones, and all that. What’s your poison? It’s on me.”

“I was leaving,” Don said. His words felt garbled, as if he didn’t have complete control of his mouth. “I was about to leave.”

“Just one drink.” As if summoned by the proclamation, two heavy glasses were laid down on the sticky tabletop, ice clinking in amber. His interlocutor raised his drink and tipped it back. “For old times’ sake. Just one, and you can go on your way.”

Don glanced down the smoky bar, at the faces scattered around it, tired and faded by the bleak light of the place, drained of all semblance of humanity. The bartender perched on one end, a grim and doleful demon, lording over the pallid damned. He thought of his cheerless walkup apartment, the tiles flaking off the bathroom wall, the stink of damp and old cigarettes seeping out of the walls. Vision juddered like a broken film; he saw his hand wrap around the wet glass and raise it aloft, felt the whisky burn its way to his empty stomach and rebound up into his head. Exhaled the fumes in a long, shuddering plume.

“That’s my man,” said the pale, sweaty apparition across the table. It grinned, and for a mercifully brief moment Don could glimpse its skull, unclothed by rubbery flesh. He wanted to get up and run, but he had nowhere to go: not on this night, or any other night.

“Here’s to old friends.” Kebbler drained his glass with a grimace, signaled another round before Don could protest. “Don Ruby,” he said wistfully, supporting his weight on his elbows. “Where have you been hiding all these years?”








  
  
Chapter 2



“Shitting you, I am not.” Kebbler cast a morose stare into his glass, then looked up as if surprised by its near-emptiness. “No two weeks, no warning. No severance pay. One meeting, and I was out the door. They never let me explain my side of the story.” 

“Sorry to hear that.” Don wasn’t the slightest bit sorry. He had reached that elusive state known as the drunk’s second wind. The bar’s ugly atmosphere had mellowed into a pleasant glow, the glasses glittered like distant constellations, and his thoughts had a clarity he’d not known for a long time. Leaning back in his seat, he sipped his scotch, letting it play over his palate. Bottom-shelf stuff, but he was long past caring. Over the years, he’d gotten used to worse.

The bar had emptied out, save for a single veteran drunk slumped over in the corner, sleeping or sobbing or muttering to himself. Even the weary bartender had stopped casting poisonous looks in their direction and had resolved to ignore them. At some vague point in the past, Don had given up on checking his watch. Kebbler hadn’t been kidding about paying for the drinks, and the only thing he demanded in return was a sympathetic ear to pour his frustration and resentment into. Of which there was a considerable amount. 

The man seemed to keep a tally of injustices and wrongs, both real and perceived, to examine each one in meticulous detail. His litany had continued unabated over the time-span of five drinks, maybe six. Don calculated he could cadge a couple more before Kebbler got either incoherent or belligerent, and leave the bar right before the subway opened for the day. It was still dark outside, but this corner of the alley stayed dark long after sunrise, as if reluctant to give up the shadows.

“Yeah.” Kebbler leaned forward with a drunken leer, as if taking Don into his confidence. “You know the best part? Not even six months later, the magazine folded. Investors sold it to a French conglomerate. That bitch, she got fired. Last I heard, she’s strutting her stuff on the street now.” His tongue navigated the word with exaggerated care. “Serves ’em right. Motherfuckers.”

In reality, Don found it very hard to feel any sympathy for Kebbler. The man was a sleaze, eager to gossip about members of the circle they had once shared—who had developed nasty drug habits, or gone through painful divorces, or died—with a gleeful fervor that seemed unbefitting even of a third-rate tabloid hack. Which was exactly what he had been a few scotches ago. 

Don remembered how he knew this shifty-eyed, miserable scumbag, a self-proclaimed film and book critic who used to scuttle between Manhattan literary parties, sniffing out bits of rumors and scandal which he sold to the city’s muckraking rags. It came to Don that he had almost punched Kebbler’s lights out at a party thrown by a Doubleday editor over something the maggot had written about one of his earlier books. That had, of course, happened before the debacle of Ashes Behind, back when Don Ruby had been the darling of Fifth Avenue, lionized by both The New Yorker and the Journal of American Literature, wined and dined by Hollywood celebrities and their agents. All of whom hoped to be immortalized by the pen of the man The Atlantic had once dubbed the successor to Ellis Amburn, “the next great pop biographer of our time”.

Apparently, Kebbler had forgotten the incident or decided to ignore it. Don didn’t care either way, as long as the drinks kept coming. “Anyway,” Kebbler said, waving at the bartender, who was studying a beer glass with keen interest. “Enough about that. How about you? What’s the great Don Ruby up to these days?”

“Trying to keep busy.”

“Any new projects in the works?”

“A few,” Don said. It could just be the drink, but he thought he heard a malicious sort of glee in Kebbler’s tone, lurking just under the surface. “More than I expected. An article here, a feature there. You know how it goes.”

His paid work right now consisted of a single article due before the close of business hours tomorrow, which was really today. It was a desperate last-minute pitch about religious themes in classical science fiction films to Cinexotique, a glorified blog run by a pair of hipsters whose combined age was under fifty and whose flippant attitude toward grammar and form made Don want to tear his hair out. Three thousand words tops, twenty-five hundred preferred; anything above that and you risked losing the reader’s attention. Cinexotique boasted over two million unique visitors a day and employed a horde of underpaid freelancers to churn out a baffling mélange of cliches and clickbait under the guise of trans-historical studies and countercultural film critique. Rumors had been circulating about a major syndicate buyout in the works, but none of it affected Don. He wrote the articles, cashed the checks and swallowed his pride; by mutual agreement, his work was posted under an alias. Cinexotique steered clear of publishing anything controversial, the editors had explained, as if the name of Don Ruby alone was enough to offend the public.

“Tell me about it.” Kebbler snorted, made a face. “It’s all about the internet these days. Am I right? Some twelve-year-old posts a video from his bedroom, and before you know it, he’s making millions. No one gives two shits about real journalism anymore.” He sounded insulted, like he counted himself among this aggrieved category. Then his features brightened. “But not me. I might be packing it in. Not official yet, but I’ve got a book deal in the works. Gonna be a bigshot writer like you.”

“Yeah?” Don feigned mild interest, wondering if Kebbler’s largesse would extend to one last drink for the road. There wasn’t a down-on-their-luck alcoholic journo in the nation, probably the world, who didn’t have a Grand Book Deal in the works or was just about to sign a contract with a major publisher. He held out his glass hopefully. “Anyone I know?”

“It’s a niche market,” Kebbler said, staggering up to replenish their drinks. “A small press up in Michigan. They print horror chapbooks, limited editions, that sort of thing. Stuff for freaks who like to dress in black and hang out in graveyards. But the owner, he’s ready to crack the big leagues. Offering the right kind of money, too. I made the pitch to him a few weeks ago, and he’s interested.”

“What’s the book about?” In spite of his inebriation, Don felt a small twinge of jealousy. He was tainted goods, had not published anything under his own name in over six years.

“You’re gonna love this.” Kebbler stopped in his tracks, threw his arms out for dramatic effect. “Horror movies. Slashers. You know, the kind they made in the eighties and nineties.” He sloshed the glasses on the table and mimed getting stabbed, eyes and mouth wide in a theatrical scream. “Tits and blood, screaming kids. But not just any kind. The real campy ones, with awful acting and special effects, corn syrup flying everywhere. Have you heard of Kirk Taylor?”

Don had to admit he had not.

“He was an icon of cheap horror movies,” Kebbler said, smiling. His teeth shone wet with spittle. “Night of the Blade. Don’t Let the Devil Hear You Scream. Dead Shift.” It took Don a moment to realize that Kebbler was enumerating movie titles. On second thought, he had heard of Taylor, had watched one or two of his movies in college, or thereabouts, when one of the cable channels ran a Fright Night marathon, usually around Halloween.

“Real gory stuff,” Kebbler was saying. A neon sign behind the bar painted his face a sickly hue. “But that’s what the kids want, right? The gorier the better.”

Don had a sudden vision of a week-old corpse rising to the surface of a river, propelled by the gases of its own decomposition. He was trapped in here with a dead man and there was nothing beyond the bar’s windows but the night, the void, utter emptiness. The thought was unhinged, but it came to him with absolute conviction. He saw how the skin hung on the bones like an ill-fitting suit, discoloration on the dead fingers from immersion in the water.

Sweat poured from his skin, a torrent of it, soaking him from head to toe. This was delirium, or alcohol poisoning. It had to be. The walls were alive with a squirming movement, worms, or insects, scuttling under the plaster. “Hey, you okay, man? You don’t look that great.”

“I gotta go,” Don said. His word sounded hollow and distant, echoing off the sides of a tunnel he was suddenly descending, his destination unknown. He closed his eyes, waited for the vertigo to subside, but it didn’t.

“Stay a while,” Kebbler said, and this time Don caught a furtive look on the man’s flabby face, something that he’d mistaken for gloating earlier but now seemed more like desperation. Kebbler had a secret, something he was compelled to share; with him, of all people.

Maybe he was overthinking things. Maybe they were both blind drunk, and that was all it was.

As Kebbler droned on, Don scanned the room, but the bartender was nowhere in sight. Signs and lights multiplied, danced before his eyes. In the big mirror behind the bar, a haggard phantom perched over a table, his eyes two black hollows in a long, unkempt face. Kebbler sat right next to him, a squat, balding troll. Don’s mind labored through the haze of alcohol, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Ribbons of dark, opaque stuff rose from Kebbler like oily smoke, eddied in the stale air of the bar.

Breath stopped in Don’s throat. In the reflection, the smoke coalesced into a blurry, inconstant shape that vaguely resembled a human figure, coils threading from it into the unlit corners. This shadow, or phantom, stooped over his companion, as if to whisper into the man’s ear. Kebbler gave no sign of noticing. Around them, the cloud grew luminescent, lit from some invisible source. A thick silvery cord trailed from Kebbler toward the ceiling, and beyond it, into the night sky.

Frozen, Don could only watch as the figure in the mirror turned in his direction. He didn’t want to look at it; he knew he shouldn’t look, but his neck muscles obeyed the dictum, his head turning against his will, and the unfinished face leaned closer to him, the mouth gaping open—

“…filmography,” Kebbler said, staring at Don as if expecting a response. “That’s what they want me to write. Or, as they put it, a contemporary analysis of horror movies as a reflection of the collective American psychosis. Social alienation, body issues, the erosion of the American dream through the lens of the auteur. Actors and filmmakers who made cult horror in the eighties and early nineties. But now they’re completely obscure. Got a title for it already. The Forgotten Frontiersmen of Fright.”

Don let out a long breath he didn’t know he’d been holding. There was no dark shape hovering over Kebbler’s head; there wouldn’t be one if he looked back at the mirror. “Whose filmography?” he asked, but the conversation had somehow skipped ahead and Kebbler was talking fast, almost urgently, as if unburdening himself.

“Kirk Taylor. Victor Hudson. Some of these guys—you’ve never heard of them, but they made more movies than any Hollywood bigshot.” Apparently, they were back on the topic of grade-B horror and its luminaries. “Four, five, six a year. That was my pitch. Many of these movies have never seen the light of day. Some died in Production Hell, others never made it past censors. But they’re all products of our collective subconscious. Even the unmade ones. They deserve to be discovered, as do their creators.”

“What do you mean by unmade?”

“The ones that simply disappeared,” Kebbler said, his watery eyes fixing Don over the table. He no longer looked drunk. “Either they ran out of money, or the distributor dropped them, or the studio went bankrupt. Or the people who made them suppressed their release. Destroyed all copies, that sort of thing. If you believe the legends, several well-known names made movies that the world has never seen. Maybe they were really bad, or they pissed off the wrong people. You wouldn’t think that’s possible anymore, what with all the over-the-top trash they shot back in the day. But it happens.”

“I wouldn’t have thought people would want to read about lost movies.”

“Isn’t that what the adoring public always wants?” Kebbler’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “They enjoy seeing real anguish, real blood, even when they don’t want any part of it. You ask me, that’s where the real horror lies. In being left on the back shelf, or in a box in the basement. In some piece of you being forever trapped on a strip of dusty film. Unworshipped, forgotten.”

He seemed to catch himself, looked away. “That’s the book I wanted to write, anyway. But I got sidetracked. Ended up writing something else, or at least started to. You must know how it is.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Letting the story carry you away. Isn’t that what happened with Ashes? The story got away from you. Took on a life of its own. It could no longer be constrained by reality.”

Don was vaguely aware that he should defend himself against the implication but couldn’t disentangle his thoughts in time to respond. The bartender set another pair of Scotches in front of them. Kebbler raised his, looked like he was about to say something. Then he shook his head, slammed his glass against Don’s in an unsteady toast. “Last one. I better get going myself.”








  
  
Chapter 3



An indefinable length of time later, dirty dawn coloring the patchwork sky, Don half-dragged, half-carried Kebbler out into the freezing wind. He’d taken the liberty of helping himself to the man’s money clip, peeled off enough bills to placate the weary bartender. Thought about it for a moment, thrown another twenty on the counter. What the hell. The asshole had offered to buy the drinks. 

Like a grotesque animal, an amalgam of ill-fitting body parts, they staggered along the empty sidewalk, Don trying to hail a taxi, Kebbler muttering incoherently, trash swirling around their feet. A cab appeared from the congealed darkness; the cabbie pulled to the curb, scowled when Don opened the door.

“I’m not taking him in my car. He’ll stink the whole thing up.”

Gasping, Don dumped the deadweight into the back seat, rifled through Kebbler’s pockets for the clip again. Held out enough cash to forestall further protest. “Where is he going?” the driver asked.

Where indeed? The clip yielded a New York driver’s license, a handful of credit cards. Don closed his eyes, waited for the cab to stop spinning. Something else was in there. A plastic rectangle in a worn-out paper sleeve with an address on it. The cabbie took one look, nodded. In a series of stop-motion cutouts, Don heard the slam of the door and watched the taillights flare around the corner before the car disappeared.

Wet neon cast a lattice of smeared light across the square. A sea of burning points danced around him, driving the dark away without improving his vision. He had no recollection of crossing the city, only a gradual cognizance of stumbling into his building and hauling himself up the dank stairway. Pushed his way into the dark, smelly apartment, scattering bills and takeout leaflets heaped on the piebald carpet by the door. He turned the kitchen light on and stood, swaying, waiting for his sense of balance to restore itself enough for him to pull a beer from the noisy, mostly empty fridge. Cracking the can open, he drank greedily, foam dripping down his chin, until an ache from the frosty liquid drove itself between his eyes like a nail.

But he couldn’t sleep. An idea had wormed into his head, struggling through the fog of alcohol and fatigue, determined to assert itself.

Don sat down at his desk, fired up his laptop. Strained to focus on the letters and icons blurring on the screen: a language written by lunatics, an unintelligible mishmash of symbols that seemed to be poised on the brink of becoming something else.

It was no damn good. That much was clear to him, even in his current state. As much as he hated to admit it, Kebbler’s book idea had potential. But the approach that the hideous little creep had sketched was all wrong. No one would buy yet another hundred-thousand-word treatise on film criticism, or the subconscious symbolism of horror as a genre. That was something for cinema geeks to fondle themselves over. These days they could do it on any number of online forums, free of charge. A good filmography or biography had to tell a compelling story, no different from any other critically acclaimed work, fiction or otherwise. Kebbler’s concept was hackneyed, stale; at first glance, safer from a marketing point of view, but it would never sell.

Don smiled to himself as he let his fingers fly over the keys, the banked glow of the screen bathing his face. No harm in pretending that he was the one with the book deal. If he cleared his mind of all background noise, he could almost convince himself it was true. Much better to come up with the narrative of an era, the story not of a man, but of a movement. What had Kebbler said about a lost film, a movie made, but never released? Searching for it would be the perfect framing device for a book about horror B-movies. A real-world horror story—or a story that hinted at the uncanny—written about horror stories, suspenseful and dynamic and delightfully meta.

He laughed alone in the empty room, realizing that an outline was taking shape under his hands. In the pallid square of light, his own half-reflection laughed along with him. It had to be his own face regarding him from the screen, a vague white oval looming in the margins of his word processor window. That, or the alcohol distorting his perception of space, making the room quiver around him like the image on the display.

Maybe tomorrow he would find Kebbler, he thought as he stumbled across a floor as unsteady as the deck of a ship in rough seas. But he was a seasoned sailor; years of practice had given him his sea legs. Find Kebbler—he realized he couldn’t remember the man’s first name—and propose a collaboration. Rescue Kirk Taylor from decades of well-deserved obscurity.

He giggled and flopped down on the bed, burrowed into covers that smelled like wet towels left in a hamper. Not worth thinking about it, yet he felt reluctant to let it go. If only he could have one more chance. All those films, known and forgotten, all those miles upon miles of celluloid, would not compare to the story taking shape behind his eyes.


      ***Don woke to smeary daylight creeping through the broken window blind. Faces crowded to peer in at him, scattered reluctantly before his bleary gaze. Turned into patterns of rain on the dirty glass. He groaned and rolled over, and felt the room roll with him. Head pounding and a sour feeling in his stomach, the remains of a dream he could no longer remember drained slowly from the base of his skull to be replaced by the early signs of a titanic hangover.

He flung off the damp covers, drained a glass of cloudy water that he couldn’t remember pouring. Beyond his window, concrete blocks cut up a sky the color of dishwater into mosaic pieces. The clock on his cracked phone display showed a time much closer to noon than he’d expected, the numerals bleeding into each other, refracted along the shatter lines. Something about the passage of time stirred a dull anxiety in his belly, but he couldn’t quite remember what it was.

He tottered into the dingy bathroom, urinated noisily, chewed a couple of Advil from a family-sized bottle, and washed it down with another glass of brackish tap water. Raided his fridge and came up with half a rotten head of lettuce, two cans of Pabst Blue Ribbon, and a plastic wrap containing a single slice of equally plastic cheese. Don dumped the lettuce in the overflowing garbage, opened one of the beers while waiting for the kettle to boil. The cheese could last another decade or two, possibly even survive a nuclear war.

The laptop was on. Moved by a vague foreboding, he ventured over to the desk. He must have been on a real bender last night. His efforts to remember brought up the blur of the screen in the darkness, thoughts swirling through his head like shoals of fish, too quick and slippery to be caught and examined.

At a touch of the pad, the screensaver dissolved, filling the screen with the layered blue of the desktop. Don sipped the beer, tasting more of the can than of its contents. It wasn’t the first time that this sort of thing had happened. Yet examined in the cold light of day, his lack of recollection was disturbing. Deadline. Yesterday was meant to be an early night, a couple hours of writing the article for Cinexotique, which was due today. Flashes of sitting in the dark, staring into the computer’s bright screen, fingers typing on autopilot. Writing what?

A rush of unreasoning panic took hold of him as he searched his files for a draft, found nothing. Had he drunk-emailed Krysten in the wee hours of the morning, maybe let her and the other editors know what he really thought of their online rag? He better not have; he needed the money, desperately more so than any other month.

Don logged into his email account, the beer sitting in his empty stomach like lead. Breathed a sigh of relief when he saw no new messages in his Sent folder. There was still time to finish the article and send it off. He was about to disconnect when a message in his Inbox caught his attention. At first glance, it seemed no different from the surrounding torrent of spam. He squinted at the sender’s address, clicked it open.


Dear Don Ruby,

Let me begin, Sir, by expressing my utmost admiration for yr. work. I have read “Roads to Babylon” several times, and “Ashes Behind” ranks, in my humble opinion, among the best biographies written in the twenty-first century (I managed to snag one of the autographed copies before the publisher pulled it from the market, a coup of which I am singularly proud).

It should be no surprise, given this preamble, that your pitch has caused quite a stir among the members of our small but dedicated team. The outline seems most promising. Nothing could please us more than having you on board, as we have already communicated to your co-author, Mr. Kebbler.

On to more prosaic matters. Our esteemed associate has failed to forward us your banking details, and there is also the small formality of executing the agreement. You will find the necessary form and contract attached. Mr. Kebbler has already signed his consent. Is it too much to request both to be filed by the end of this week? We are eager to get the project underway, and process your advance before the books close for the month. Uncouth as it may be, an electronic signature is deemed acceptable.

Of course, should you not find the terms agreeable, do not hesitate to let us know so at your earliest convenience.

Might you be able to send us a revised synopsis, incorporating your changes? Mr. Kebbler sent us a two-pager some weeks ago but mentioned that you two brilliant minds will be subjecting the document to significant alterations. Our marketing team is champing at the bit to put out a teaser on our website for the public to salivate over. Always helpful for a few extra sales.

Should you wish to publish under a pseudonym, we can accommodate that request.

I remain, Sir, Your Most Humble Servant.

J. C. Latham
Chief Editor and Executive Officer, Occultation Press


Don held his breath as he skimmed through the message, over and over. The words raced past his eyes without imprinting on his consciousness; it took him several attempts to grasp their meaning. But it still made no sense. Kebbler could not have told the editor they were collaborating on the book. He hadn’t even seen Don until last night and had certainly not mentioned working together. It had to be some sort of misunderstanding.

Or had Don simply blanked it out?

His hands trembled slightly as he navigated to his recent files, found the outline, checked the time and date stamps. Spent a few unreal moments searching for the outgoing email, realized he’d dragged it into his Submissions folder. He had no memory of having sent it out. Not all that surprising, given his condition last night. There was only one way to clear things up, and that was to write back to J. C. Latham and apologize for the confusion. Awkward, but less so than getting involved in whatever was happening between Kebbler and his publisher.

But was it a misunderstanding? Kebbler had wanted Don to join the project. The email left no doubt of that. Suppose that’s what last night had been—an unorthodox business proposition? Don tried to think through the pounding headache, his brain working slowly, as if wading through molasses. All he could dredge up were scattered pieces. Kebbler laughing drunkenly, spittle shining on his teeth and chin; gloating over the fate of the magazine he’d been fired from; amber circling the glass, a micro-maelstrom in the dim lights of the bar.

A dark shape crouching over the man in the mirror, the trapped, terrified look in his eyes. Shadows rippling across the reflection, across the speaker’s face, suggesting a transformation.

There was no harm in looking, he told himself as he opened the attachments. Jerked his hand back as he felt a faint shock in his fingertips that could only be nerves. The documents took forever to load, the spinning circle hovering before his eyes even after he looked away. Don’s mouth ran dry as he scrolled through the contract, lingering on the advance payment terms. Ten thousand to each author, payable upon receipt of a detailed thousand-word outline. Hardly a fortune, but more cash than he’d seen in longer than he could remember. The throbbing in his head migrated into his throat. Another ten after the first draft was submitted. After production costs were recouped, profits to be shared equally between the authors and the publisher. That wasn’t money he could afford to turn down, misunderstanding or not.

He ran a hand through his hair, stared at the words on the screen, trying to decide what to believe. Kebbler had talked about the book, so he must have brought up the collaboration. Don couldn’t remember it, not right now, but the evidence was right before his eyes. It still might be an elaborate practical joke. But the opportunity beckoned, stronger than any available rationalizations. The advance would mean an end, however temporary, to anxious job-seeking, to being paid per-word for writing blog copy masquerading as film criticism. An opportunity to do some real writing again, to earn enough money to allow him to work on other projects. Maybe even clear his name of the stain of scandal a year or so down the line. It was probably too early to plan that far ahead, but a man could dream.

A search took him to the publisher’s website and a list of related articles. Armed with a cup of instant coffee, Don scanned through them and liked what he saw. Never a fan of horror, he still appreciated good design and layout, an easy-to-use interface. J. C. Latham had forged a solid reputation in the independent publishing world, starting out with an online fan-zine that offered print-on-demand copies, building up a small but talented stable of contributors. Many of whom had gone on to become household names in the genre. A short story anthology put out by Occultation Press had received favorable reviews in literary magazines, thrusting its enigmatic editor into the limelight.

Writing for Latham could be the foothold Don needed for a comeback, the start of his long climb up from the lowest rung on the ladder. He knew he had it in him. His books, biographies of the wealthy and famous, had once been fought over by publishing leviathans: his last one, the one that had effectively killed his career, had been picked by Oprah’s Book Club before being hastily pulled from the market. Three critically acclaimed titles and a National Book Award nomination to his name. But his name was poison in industry circles. His last self-financed attempt to break back into the market had left him with several maxed-out credit cards and depleted what goodwill remained among his few surviving friends. What work he’d been able to find wasn’t even keeping him afloat, merely prolonging the agony. Soon, his money would run out, and the anticipation of that moment filled him with the kind of remote dread he’d read about in the accounts of car crash survivors: a sense of frozen drifting, a situation completely outside his control, disaster looming ahead.

Excitement and caution whirled inside Don in equal measure. Part of him was alarmed at the speed at which this was progressing, suspecting that the offer was too good to be true. Another part—the part that had sulked and railed against humiliation and obscurity—was already making plans, plotting improvements to the book. He couldn’t waste this opportunity. It could be the last one to come his way.

Whatever the decision, J. C. Latham needed to know, probably before the end of the day. Don checked the clock on the screen. One in the afternoon, plenty of time to talk things through with Kebbler. As distasteful as he found the prospect of working with the man, penury was worse.

Which left the problem of contacting the creep. He went through his phone and the detritus in his pockets, found no number for Kebbler. Didn’t know what name to search for online and didn’t think it mattered. Don paced the room, rubbing his temples. The address. He remembered it from the keycard in Kebbler’s pocket, was reasonably sure he’d heard the cabbie repeat it. After a couple of tries, he got it right and saved the directions on his phone, grinning. Time for a shower, then a courtesy visit to his co-author. Find out what all this was about. If Kebbler tried to renege on the offer, he had another thing coming.








  
  
Chapter 4



It took him a while to find the address, one in a row of ugly tenement blocks, past a corridor of boarded-up shop windows and overflowing dumpsters. Days-old garbage and the silty smell of the river in the air, the wintry sun sinking fast behind the dirty concrete, shadows already stretching out of the walls, from the narrow recesses between the buildings. 

The entrance was locked and there were no numbers over the dark buzzer panel. He selected a button at random, kept going until he found one that worked. A woman’s hoarse voice crackled out of the box, demanding to know who he was. Don said nothing, waited for the speaker to hang up, then pressed another button. On the third try, there was still no answer, but the door buzzed open. Don pushed it and went in, grateful to leave the darkening street behind him.

He didn’t know Kebbler’s unit number, and the identical doors held no names. Nor did mail slots set in a corner where the light didn’t quite reach. Best to start at the top and work his way down.

The staircase stank of mildew and neglect. Dim lamps, shaped to look like candles, blinked at regular intervals along the hallway walls. Cockroaches, as long as his finger and entirely unafraid, scuttled away from the lit patches of stained carpet. A television blared behind a door; a man was talking on the phone, voice thick with banked violence. Somewhere above him, water dripped, a steady, rhythmic sound.

Not for the first time, Don had the uneasy feeling that he was being tested or playing a game according to rules he wasn’t aware of. He chased the thought away. He could deal with Kebbler; he’d dealt with worse in the past. If only he could find the bastard. He ignored the shuffling noise that seemed to follow him through the walls, mimicking his footsteps. Wheezing from the climb, Don made it to the topmost landing. Here, the hallway was darker, quieter. He watched as a light at the far end winked and went out. Someone laughed on the other side of the wall, almost startling him out of his skin.

His foot squelched on the threadbare carpet. Water. The floor was soaked in it. Unseen pipes gurgled and gushed in the dark. Probably the source of the dripping he’d heard below. Someone must have left the faucet running, flooded the bathroom, or a kitchen sink.

Somewhere between the water and the door it was leaking under, his mind made an unpleasant connection and immediately veered away from it. Coming here no longer seemed like a good idea. Without knowing how, he understood that he had been led here. He was standing at a crossing. If he turned back now, if he didn’t see what waited for him on the other side of the door, life could go on the way it had before. Unbearable as his old existence was, it was familiar; it made sense. By setting foot inside, he would set in motion events that he could neither control nor comprehend. But there was a need in him that transcended caution, a yearning more powerful than the fear that froze his hand above the doorknob, his socks soaking up water, his blood roaring like a tide in his ears.

With the inevitability of a dream, Don opened the door, hearing the click of the lock a moment before the knob turned, already knowing it was unlocked, that it was waiting for him.

The place was a hovel, cramped and dark, a few pieces of mismatched furniture strewn about an area that served as a kitchen and living room and bedroom at once. Takeaway boxes piled next to the couch, crusty dishes stacked in the sink, a heating unit that put out a clattering noise, but little heat. A bookcase packed with paperbacks and what looked like reference texts. The lights were off, a streak of sunlight angling in through the broken blind, struggling to cut through the gloom. A deep odor of old garbage and greasy food wafted from the kitchen alcove, joined by a sweet, almost cloying smell.

Every inch of the apartment bore evidence of continued neglect, of trash left to rot in forgotten corners, clothes turning musty in damp, dirty piles. Stale air and staler, hopeless ambitions putrefying in obscurity. Water rippled underfoot, already a couple of inches deep: he could hear it gushing in the bathroom, where a thin ribbon of light shimmered behind a closed door. He shouldn’t be going any farther. His stomach had already guessed what awaited in the light, even if his brain refused to acknowledge it.

Turning the light on would only force him to confront the awful reality of it sooner. Instead, he waded behind the bookcase, where a table held a keyboard and an old desktop computer. This had to be where Kebbler kept his manuscript files. The wall behind the table was almost papered-over: Post-It notes, newspaper clippings, pages ripped from notepads and covered in scratchy scrawl. Don moved closer, trying to make sense of the notes, but it was either too dark or else the writing was gibberish.

It wouldn’t be stealing. Not if Kebbler wanted them to write the book together. There was no harm in looking. Even as part of him realized what he was about to do, another part couldn’t bring himself to switch on the computer, to disturb the dark blankness of the screen. His mind seemed to have fled to some distant corner of his skull, watching his actions with the dispassionate detachment of a neutral observer.

Behind the bathroom door, something splashed.

Don flinched, knocked a rustling object from the table to the floor. Picked up a thick hardcover notebook, scuffed and dog-eared. How would he explain himself to Kebbler if the man walked out of the bath to find Don in the middle of his living room? Rummaging through his papers like a thief?

“Hello?” His voice was strained, barely a whisper. There was no splashing, only the steady rill of water into the overfilled tub, onto the floor tiles. Could Kebbler be drunk, asleep, or unconscious in the bath? That didn’t seem far-fetched. Maybe it was better to leave the bathroom door shut. Maybe it was better to go home and sleep off the headache and hangover, think about the whole thing in a more sober light.

“Your door was open,” he said, a little louder now. Definitely loud enough to be heard over the running water. He sloshed over to the bathroom, cleared his throat. “Are you in there? It’s Don Ruby. We spoke at the bar.” Feeling stupid, because he hadn’t asked to be in this situation, he placed his hand on the door. It wasn’t closed all the way, not latched. “I want to talk about your book. Our book.”

No response. Don’s scalp prickled with anticipation. He hadn’t done anything, he reminded himself, hadn’t seen anything; there was still time to get the hell out of here and pretend none of this had happened. Even as the thought passed through his head, he was pushing the door open, stepping inside.

At first, all he could see was red. Angry slashes on the walls, blossoms spreading through the water, fading to a deep pink on the tiled floor. He barely registered the cracked mirror, the dirty sink clogged with hair. Then his brain caught up, and the bathroom tilted crazily, then righted itself.

Kebbler was lying in the overflowing tub, head thrown back, eyes wide open. Red swirled around him, leaked from him in thin filaments, matted his hair to his chest and belly. He looked wistful and at peace, as if contemplating the cracks in the ceiling, his mouth slack and open. A second mouth smiled dark and raw just below the first.

Gagging, Don tried to back away, lost his footing, crashed to his knees in the bloody water. The gash in Kebbler’s neck was already pale around the edges, the last of his redness trailing off into the pink stream. One hand hung over the side of the tub like a bleached starfish; the other one was propped up on the edge, still half-curled around a vicious-looking straight razor. He’d slit both his wrists before opening his throat, sawing through with what had to have been heroic determination. Something white gleamed at the back of that ragged red smile: a hint of bone protruding through torn muscle and gristle, the cut wide enough to expose the darkness within. Don needed no second glance to tell that the man was dead, had been dead for some time.

Bile burned the back of Don’s mouth, acid and coffee and the remains of last night’s binge. He clenched his teeth and swallowed it back down, a voice in his head screaming that he must not be sick, that he couldn’t leave any trace of his presence here. That he couldn’t call for help for fear of being implicated in what happened. Holding onto the edge of the tub, he got to his feet. Lunged across the flooded floor to grab a dirty hand towel.

The dead man’s eyes stared upward, unseeing, fixed on something beyond the world he had left.

In the mirror, Don’s reflection was pale and dazed, an empty face like a bad mask. Shadows reared up behind him, rolled away to reveal a silhouette, long and thin and angular, floating in the middle of the main room like smoke.

He spun around, looked through the door. There was no one in the apartment with him. No one but the dead man in the bathtub, staining the water pink.

What had he touched on his way in? Where had he left his fingerprints? He scrubbed the towel viciously at the door, at the knob, trying not to think about the blood, all that blood, it was someone’s blood swirling under his feet, soaking into his clothes. Dripping down the ceiling to the apartments below. Forensic investigators could find traces of it on his clothes, even the tiniest particles. Or was that only true on cop shows he’d seen on TV? There was no helping Kebbler, not even close. Even if he’d arrived here on time, he would not have known what to do. No one survived wounds like those.

He tried to take hold of his thoughts, to wrangle them into some semblance of reason. He had to get out of here. Once he was safe, once he was away from this carnage, he could start making sense of what he’d seen. But not now. All that mattered right now was putting as much distance as possible between himself and the corpse in the tub.

Halfway to the exit, he heard footsteps outside and froze. A fist pounded on the door, followed by a man’s voice, a torrent of invective in which he could barely recognize Kebbler’s name. There was nowhere for Don to run, nowhere to hide. The knob rattled and turned, but the door didn’t open. The man on the other side cursed and gave it a hard kick, then stomped off down the hallway, the squish-squish of his footfalls fading.

Don crossed to the spyhole, saw only the blistered walls, the muted light of the lamps. He was almost out the door when he remembered the big notebook by Kebbler’s computer. An insane thought to be having at a time like this, when the visitor could be back any minute, was probably already on his way. But he couldn’t rid himself of it. As quickly as he could, he went to the desk, stuffed the notebook under his jacket, and fled down the hallway. No sooner had the stairway door swung shut behind him than he heard the heavy tread returning, accompanied by the jangle of keys. Don didn’t stick around to see what happened next.

Out in the street, a thin drizzle had smudged sharp corners, wrapped the scarce lamps in smeary halos. Hunched against the damp, the notebook nestled next to his heart, Don Ruby strode away from the building without turning back.








  
  
Chapter 5



He woke at some indeterminate dark time, disoriented and afraid, without being able to recall the reason for his fear. A gnawing sensation had settled in his stomach. It felt like hunger but wasn’t. He had no idea how much time had passed since he’d last eaten. 

Through the window, the glow of the street intruded, the sky a dark, leaden lid above it. A glance at his phone told him the date and time. Almost four in the morning. Not the night descending, then, but the birth of a new day, its vast, oppressive weight rolling over the horizon to crush him. On the verge of consciousness, a shadow threatened, a sense of wrongness like the taste of a coming storm.

It wasn’t the first time this had happened. He sat up in his rumpled bed, his head in his hands, and tried to put together the pieces of the last two days. Parts of the picture were missing, blank patches that his tired, abused brain kept skidding over. What he could remember failed to coalesce into a coherent whole.

The building lay quiet around him, but it didn’t feel empty. Something was with him in the apartment, a presence unseen but felt, plucking at his nerve endings. Leaving him feeling naked and exposed.

Don edged off the bed, hobbled to the kitchen. Studied the remains of a stale loaf by his toaster. Even with the hollowness inside him, the very thought of eating, the tedious process of chewing and tearing, swallowing and digesting, was enough to deflate his stomach. He made coffee instead and let it cool untouched as he sprawled on the sofa, retracing his steps, trying to figure out what had brought him to this pass.

The notebook lay on his coffee table like an ill omen. Without knowing why, his mind recoiled from it. Yet he couldn’t bring himself to touch it, to put it out of sight.

He was in trouble. A man had died, and Don had broken into his home, stolen his property. Discovered the body and failed to inform the police, which made him look guilty. Maybe even a suspect, because how could he be sure it had been a suicide? He imagined explaining his relationship with the deceased, the purpose of yesterday’s visit. With each repetition, the story sounded less plausible, even to himself.

Don’s chest felt tight, and he found it hard to breathe. He could no longer fool himself about getting away unobserved. A security camera had caught him somewhere, or the cops had picked up a trace he’d left at the scene of death. Witnesses had to have seen him enter or leave the building. They’d question him about his movements, search his apartment, find the notebook. Why had he taken the damn thing in the first place?

Kebbler had written in the notebook, filled its pages with his sickness. Nonsensical as it was, the thought lodged in Don’s mind, started to repeat itself. The man was crazy—manic-obsessive, if the evidence from his apartment was anything to go by. At least suicidal with depression. Could his madness be contagious?

Don had a vision of Kebbler bent over the table, scribbling into the notebook, surrounded by moldering takeout boxes and old newspaper clippings. Chasing a revelation that eluded him, deeper down the rabbit hole of his obsession until he’d had some kind of psychotic break. Until he’d ended up in a tub full of water, a razor in his hand, the hole swallowing him up, taking him into the dark landscape beneath his flesh.

Another chilling realization followed the first. The book deal was off. Kebbler could no longer deliver his side of the proposal and had clearly not been of sound mind when he’d brought it up. Unless the whole thing had been a prank, a tasteless practical joke played on Don for some unfathomable reason. Or something more sinister.
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