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Editor’s Note

If you haven’t read The Dead Man #4: The Dead Woman yet, be forewarned that this book contains a spoiler.
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CHAPTER ONE

For twenty whole minutes, right up until the time Jenna Liefer’s head was split open by the fire ax that had hung in the corner of the projection booth in the Rialto Cinema in New Orleans for forty years, she was texting her friend Penny Zirkle about what a piece-of-shit movie she was seeing.

Jenna had been dragged there by her current boyfriend, a fellow sophomore at Tulane named Kyle Moynihan, who didn’t know it, but he was skating on thin ice with Jenna even before he had taken her to this dingy movie theater to see this picture, which Jenna described in her third text to Penny as “a boring turd of a waste of time.” Really, if it weren’t for Kyle’s expertise at cunnilingus, she’d have shown him the door weeks ago. But he ate pussy just fine, so she’d put up with his “film school” bullshit up till now. But this was really pushing it.

The “film” was some seventies piece of crap that looked like it was filmed through Saran Wrap that had been used to wipe somebody’s ass, called either Dead Meat or Dead Men Tell No Tales or Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue, depending upon which print you were watching. As far as Jenna was concerned, a movie that couldn’t make up its mind about its own title wasn’t worth the time it took to watch. But Kyle insisted that the picture’s Italian director, Giuseppe Somebody-or-Other, was a real auteur, which, as far as Jenna could tell, meant somebody who made the same movie over and over. So the movie was Italian, even though the beginning was supposed to be set in New York and it had been shot in Italy and Los Angeles.

After that, the characters (if you could call them that) went to the Amazon for some reason and got attacked by zombies that weren’t nearly as cool as the ones in Zombieland or The Walking Dead. However, when she pointed that out to Kyle (in a whisper, for God’s sake) he shushed her and told her not to talk in the movies. Kyle had a thing about that, for some reason.

So she started texting Penny and she sent some really funny ones about the lead actor, who, Jenna said, looked like a refugee from some seventies porno, not that Jenna had ever seen a seventies porno. She’d just sent another one about the bad dubbing, which made everybody sound like the Ghost Host at the Haunted Mansion in Disney World when a creepy old man tapped her on the shoulder.

“We don’t allow that in here,” he said.

Jenna looked at him blankly.

“What you’re doing,” he went on. “We don’t allow it.”

“Texting?” Jenna couldn’t believe this.

“It disturbs the other patrons.”

She looked around the half-empty theater. “I have it on ‘silent.’”

“Nevertheless. The light. The glow. It interferes with the enjoyment of the film.”

Jenna was fed up. “Your talking is interfering with my enjoyment of the ‘film.’ Not that this ‘film’ is very enjoyable.”

The old man stared at her with naked hate. “Turn it off.”

“No,” Jenna said, turning back to her iPhone and texting Penny about this asshole. “It’s a free country.”

The old man looked at her for a while, then went away. Jenna felt good that she’d stood her ground. She even texted Penny about it.

The old man, whose name was Bo Gustavson, went back to the projection booth and thought it over. The booth was tiny, as was the norm when the theater was built in the 1930s. There used to be two projectors crammed into the room. Entire films would be delivered to the theater on reels of fifteen minutes each, and the projectionist would run the first reel on one machine and make a changeover—a switch to the second reel on the other machine. When done properly, a changeover was seamless and the audience never knew it happened.

Since the 1980s, though, they’d made do with one projector, the film spliced into one continuous horizontal disc, so all the projectionist had to do was start it up and sit in the dark till it was over. Sit in the dark and watch the movie. Sit in the dark and watch the audience. Sit in the dark and watch that bitch’s cell phone light up like a beacon, flashing on and off, ruining the picture for everyone.

At fifty-five, Bo didn’t think of himself as an old man, though everyone else did. A child of Swedish immigrants, he’d begun as the projectionist at the Rialto in 1979, when he was a junior at Tulane University himself, dreaming of being a filmmaker, watching the classics thread their way through the little window onto the big screen like projections of his future achievements. Back then the Rialto was a rep house, showing two double features of everything from Bogie and Bacall to Preston Sturges to François Truffaut to Jean Renoir to Satyajit Ray to everything in between.

He watched them all and somehow along the way never got his degree and never made that short film that was going to catapult him to the level of the next Scorsese or Coppola. He just kept firing up the lamp, dimming the houselights, and working the projector. He worked it, even though the Rialto was sold to a second-rate movie chain in the mideighties and stopped showing the classics, replacing them with second runs of The Karate Kid Part II and The Golden Child.

Then the multiplexes started to open on Airline Drive and the business just dried up. For a time, the Rialto was renamed the Jack Box and showed gay porn for a select clientele who, although they didn’t watch the movies much, at least were quiet and attentive to what they did do.

The vice squad shut the place down around 1998, and it sat empty for ten years while local preservationists fought with land developers over who could gut the place for the most money. There was talk of it becoming everything from a bookstore to a music venue to a parking lot.

Bo, in the meantime, got work at the Regency Fourteen out by Route 10, where he learned how to work a digital projector and even showed Ice Age 3 in 3-D. He hated it. He hated that he could show fourteen films at once, hated that the film no longer ran through sprockets, hated that he didn’t get to light the lamp and start the magic.

But most of all, he hated the audience. Hated the way they talked through the movies as if they were in their own living rooms. Hated the way they crinkled their food packages. Hated the way they talked on their goddamn cell phones. Hated the way they brought their babies in to see everything from The Dark Knight to Black Swan and let them cry their heads off while Heath Ledger stuck a pencil in a henchman’s eye or Mila Kunis went down on Natalie Portman.

So when he heard that an unnamed philanthropist had purchased the Rialto and promised to return it to its former glory, Bo was first in line to get his old job back. Since there were so few people around who knew how to work an honest-to-God projector, he got the job easily.

The Rialto was back, showing old movies, three double features a week, the way God intended.

Only one thing hadn’t gone back to the way it was. The audience. They weren’t the kind of people who sat attentively through The Lady Vanishes and laughed respectfully at Duck Soup. They were a new breed of audience that laughed and made jokes at the screen instead of with it. Even the movies they watched were different—instead of White Heat, they wanted The Texas Chainsaw Massacre; instead of Bogart, they wanted Rudy Ray Moore. They wanted films they could feel superior to and sneer at, like Robot Monster and Plan 9 from Outer Space.

They wanted Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue. They wanted it so much that the only existing print of this lousy seventies “masterpiece” was delivered to the Rialto by an agent of the unknown philanthropist who now owned the theater. The agent was a wizened “little person” (a “dwarf”? a “midget”? Bo didn’t know which way was the less politically correct to refer to him) who now sat, sleeping, in the projection booth next to Gustavson, apparently charged with not letting this “gem of cinema history” out of his sight. So the small audience turnout could admire this “cult classic” and chortle and wisecrack and enjoy it in the requisite ironic manner.

And text their friends about it. Bo watched that blue glow go on and off there in row eight. The zombies were eating guts on the screen, and all he could see was that blue glow. The other patrons didn’t seem to notice it, but to Bo it came to represent all the wisecracking audiences, all the disrespectful houses, all the broken dreams and lonely nights of his miserable existence. He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the lens of the projector and he thought he saw, instead of his face, the image of one of those zombies, those half-rotting corpses that were chasing the young virgins through the city streets on the screen in front of him. A trick of the light, he thought, as he moved past the sleeping dwarf and crossed to the fire ax that had sat undisturbed for nearly four decades behind a pane of glass on which were stenciled the words IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, BREAK GLASS.

Texting in a movie theater. If that didn’t constitute an emergency, what did?

When Kyle Moynihan accepted his Oscar for Best Director at the 2024 Academy Awards ceremony, he recalled that night in the Rialto in 2012 when he’d heard the sound of breaking glass, didn’t think anything of it, and then was startled by a voice coming down the aisle, saying, “I warned you about that.” He didn’t mention that he’d been annoyed by Jenna Liefer’s texting too; didn’t mention that he’d decided to dump her, even if she did have the sweetest-tasting pussy in New Orleans. He just went on to say that he saw the man lift his arms and swing them down, burying an ax in Jenna Liefer’s brain.

Bo didn’t give Kyle a thought at the time. He just wrenched the ax from Jenna’s skull, walked up to the screen, apologized to the audience for the interruption, wrote a single word in blood across the screen, and proceeded to disembowel himself with the ax.

Kyle, in his speech at the Academy Awards all those years later, would dedicate his Oscar to Jenna Liefer, although he secretly thought she’d have called his film a boring piece of shit. And, for once, she would have been right.


CHAPTER TWO

Matt Cahill had flown on an airplane only once before. That was eight years ago when he and Janey were feeling the first rush of love and they just weren’t thinking straight about budgets or time or anything else. They blew their savings on a flight to Vegas and then didn’t gamble or see any shows, just spent the whole time in their hotel room making love, which they could have done back home in Deerpark, except for the room service.

Now Matt was flying a lot farther and the flight seemed a lot longer since he didn’t have Janey to flirt with and talk to in the seat next to him. In the seat next to him, instead, there was an eighty-year-old woman who “didn’t mind meeting strangers” and who asked Matt all about his life story. Matt made up a nice one about being a corporate headhunter with three kids and two ex-wives, which was a comfortable tale for him to tell, since it was as far from the truth as possible. Except, Matt reflected after a while, for the headhunter part. That was oddly accurate.

And where was Janey now? She was six feet under in the pine box he’d fashioned for her himself, moldering away to dust. At least, he hoped she was dust by now. He flashed on the image of her grinning skull, then shoved that away, replacing it in his mind with her lovely, living face, smiling at him in the morning light. That was better.

Lately Matt had been almost feeling relieved that she was dead and gone and not part of the world as he was seeing it. Of course, it occurred to him that maybe he was dead too. That this existence he’d been living for the past year was a special hell, fashioned just for him. That the clown-faced figure he seemed to see at irregular intervals was his special demon, individually designed to torment only him. He found that an oddly comforting thought since he figured it meant that the other people he’d seen slaughtered and maimed all around him for the past year and nine months were just illusions, phantoms, shadows; props in the play that was Matt Cahill’s Personal Inferno.

That was why he guessed it wasn’t true—anything that seemed to comfort him these days turned out to be an illusion.

This theory applied equally well to other thoughts that came to him in the night when he couldn’t sleep, when he was looking for a way out. This one came from a Twilight Zone rerun he had seen when he was a kid, about a guy who was being hanged, who escaped and had all sorts of adventures, but in the end the noose snapped tight around his neck and everything that had happened to him had just been a dream while he was falling to the end of the rope. So he thought maybe he was still under the forty feet of snow and the avalanche had just covered him and he was dying and all this was just a fart in his mind as it gave out.

He liked that idea better, if only because it made more sense—and it meant it was going to end soon. It certainly made more sense than the reality—that Matt Cahill had been frozen and buried for three months, then had come back to life and was able to see evil when it manifested itself. See evil in the form of rotting flesh on those about to commit violent, horrendous atrocities. See evil where no one else could.

That was sheer nonsense. So in the early hours of the morning, it seemed far more likely to him that it was just the fantasy of a dying man. Why he couldn’t be fantasizing about winning the lottery or being a rock star, he didn’t know. Why he couldn’t be fantasizing about Janey being back in his arms and never wasting away from cancer, he didn’t know, either. He felt certain only that, eventually, the lack of oxygen and the freezing cold would get to him and he would give up the fucking ghost. It couldn’t happen soon enough.

Matt tried to shift in his seat and found that, given the room allotted him by Virgin America, he couldn’t. At least he had an aisle seat, but that meant that half his ass was clear out in the aisle and was bumped into whenever the stewardess brought the refreshment cart out—which had been only once on the five-hour flight. The only time he’d had the undivided attention of a flight attendant (he remembered this once not to think of her as a “stewardess”) was when the attendant assigned to his part of the plane (who looked like she might have been Miss September in the 1975 issue of Playboy) had asked him, in an accusatory tone, if he had what it took to operate the exit door in case of emergency. When he’d answered in the affirmative, she grunted her doubts and walked on. Matt had vague recollections of a time when attractive stewardesses gave customers fluffy pillows and asked them suggestively if they needed anything else, but those memories were just from movies he’d seen on the late show when he was kid, and he doubted if there was ever anyone like that in reality.

And this was reality, he sadly reflected, because his throat wouldn’t be this parched if he was packed in powdery snow up on Mammoth Peaks. He reached up to press the “call” button and waited. Glancing over the seats at the passengers, something he could do rather well since he was more than six feet tall in his stocking feet (which was all he was wearing since his feet had begun to swell over Ohio and he’d slipped his shoes off), he noticed that a surprising number of them were wearing hats. Various colors and designs of porkpie hats, worn, he noted, by young men and women of the millennial generation who sensed that hats were cool but didn’t know enough to take them off inside.

Kids today.

A leathery hand reached over Matt’s head and turned off the “call flight attendant” light.

“Yes?” the flight attendant asked sharply. She was hardly the “coffee, tea, or me?” type. Indeterminately forty- or fifty-five, she looked like she’d spent far too much time in the sun, back when spending time in the sun was the thing to do. Her voice croaked like she’d disabled a few bathroom smoke detectors in her day, and she wore her stewardess blouse low cut, exposing what used to be her cleavage—a memory of past glories. Her expression said passengers were a lesser form of existence and the airlines would run much smoother without them.

But it wasn’t her rudeness that arrested Matt’s attention. It was her cleavage and the bare, exposed, and rotting bones that peeked out through her shirt at Matt, like a come-hither glance from a skeleton.

It was happening again. At forty thousand feet somewhere over Albuquerque.


CHAPTER THREE

Matt stared, fixated on the putrid organs he could see clearly behind the latticework of a rib cage.

“Hey, my eyes are up here,” the flight attendant said. Matt wrenched his eyes up to her face, and he could see that what she said was at least partly true. One of her eyes was there. The other one was decomposing into worm food and drooping down her cheek. “Can I help you?”

Matt swallowed. He had to remind himself, yet again, that only he could see this rotting horror. To the rest of the world she was just a fairly unpleasant flight attendant. “Uh, how long before we land?”

She switched the television monitor in the seatback in front of him on to a map of the US and a little image of a plane that moved incrementally across it. “See? About thirty-five minutes. Keep your eye on this and don’t bother me.” And she was gone down the aisle to offer her ministrations to other poor passengers.

Matt caught his breath. It had been awhile since he’d experienced this. The telltale rotting, which only he could see and smell, which was a signal that madness, that violence, that evil was coming. He’d first sensed it when Andy, his old friend from childhood, had gone on a killing spree back home in Deerpark. He’d witnessed it dozens of times since, and every time it had heralded monstrous slaughter.

The process started gradually, with a running sore on the cheek or an infection in the eye. It spread till the victim looked like the walking dead. Victim? Well, yes, he supposed that was right. Although the “victim” in each case became a killing machine. And usually the only thing that stopped these killing machines in their mayhem was a well-placed blow from Matt Cahill’s ax.

He glanced down the aisle and saw the stewardess talking angrily to a mother with a squalling baby. He could just hear her telling the mom to shut that fucking baby up before she threw it out the emergency exit.

Matt tried to calculate how much time they had before the flight attendant succumbed to the evil that was growing inside her and started acting on her threats. Half an hour? Forty-five minutes? Five minutes? He willed the little plane on the monitor to hurry up and get to their destination before all hell, quite literally, broke loose.

The elderly woman next to him, who had mercifully been sleeping for the past hour, turned to him and asked how much longer they had.

“About half an hour,” Matt said, distracted.

“That should give her enough time, don’t you think?”

Puzzled, he turned his head and saw that her expression had changed from one of calm understanding to one of monstrous glee, her smile so broad as to almost split her face in two.

Mr. Dark was here.

Mr. Dark, whom he’d first seen in a dream at Janey’s bedside as she was dying and who had appeared mocking him and teasing him and tormenting him through the long nightmare since. Mr. Dark, whose touch spread the contagion that had cursed his path every step of the way since his resurrection.

Matt swallowed and tried to remain calm. The opportunities to talk with Dark were few and far between. He had to quell his panic and revulsion and try to gain what information he could.

“Hello,” he said, awkwardly. “I thought you were an old lady from Moses Lake.”

“Oh, no. She died over Denver, but nobody noticed. I thought I’d take advantage.” The wicked grin was still there. It was always there. “What do you think that stewardess—excuse me, flight attendant—is going to do with that baby? I say she slams it repeatedly in the overhead compartment, but she could pop it in the microwave. Any bets?”

“We’re landing in half an hour. She’s not that far gone. We’ll be OK,” Matt said calmly.

“You mean she’ll go wacko in the terminal, and you’ll be long gone by then? Could be. Then it’ll be someone else’s problem, right?” The old woman unwrapped a lollipop, took out her teeth, and started to suck on it.

“Why not?” Matt said, trying to remain casual and doing a piss-poor job of it. “I can’t be everywhere at once. These things must be happening all over. In places I’ve never been and never will be.”

“Maybe,” the old woman gummed. “Maybe not. Maybe you’re the carrier. Ever think of that?”

“I’ve thought of just about everything. But I’ve never been in New Orleans. Or Austin, Texas. Or Charlottesville, Virginia. Or Portland, Oregon. Have I?”

The old woman shifted in her seat uncomfortably and looked down the aisle to where the flight attendant was screaming now, trying to drown out the baby. “It’s starting. Too bad you had to check your ax with the baggage, huh? You could really use it about now.”

“What is this about?” Matt asked.

“Pardon?”

“You don’t come to see me unless there’s something you want to tell me, or…”

“Impart? Relate? Give? ‘What fresh hell is this?’ Do you know that quote?”

“No,” Matt said.

“Read a book, why don’t you?”

“Or do you want to stop me? Is that it? Do I know too much? Am I threatening to spoil your plans?”

“Please. I can’t just drop in and visit a colleague?”

Matt wondered what he meant by that. An enemy, an adversary, yes. But a colleague? He decided Dark was just playing mind games with him and he countered with one of his own.

“You’re worried about me,” Matt said. “I’m getting too close to something.”

“I’d be worried about that Waitress in the Sky, if I were you.”

He (or she?) pointed his long, bony finger ahead, and Matt’s attention was drawn to the scene in the cabin in front of him. The baby was screaming its lungs out now, and the stewardess was struggling to grab it from the hysterical mother. A male flight attendant was rushing to the altercation. A few people were trying to undo their safety belts and come to the mother’s aid when the stewardess seized the baby with now rotting arms and bolted down the aisle toward Matt.

Taking one glance at his seat neighbor, who was now a peacefully dead old woman, and thank God for that, Matt thrust himself from his seat (he didn’t wear his seat belt all the time, no matter how much they begged him to) and blocked her way.

The stewardess blinked at him, crushing the howling baby to her bare ribs. “I’m going to have to ask you to remain in your seat for the remainder of the flight.”

The seat belt lights flashed on and the pilot’s voice came over the loudspeaker to say that they were beginning their descent. No one paid him any mind.

“Give me the baby,” Matt said in even tones.

“Don’t make me call the ground crew.” She sounded reasonable, but her clutch on the squalling infant was vicious. “They will arrest you when we land for hindering a flight attendant in the furtherance of her God-given duty to keep the airways peaceful and clean and free of goddamn, screaming, shit-producing babies!”

“Elaine!” This was the soft-spoken male flight attendant with a bad comb-over, who was now reaching out to the stewardess from behind. “Calm down,” he was saying. “The pilot says to get back in our seats. We’re almost there.”

“Fuck you, Barry!” she said in low guttural tones, like a comic doing a parody of The Exorcist. “Do you want me to give this baby something to cry about?” And with that she raised her talon-like painted nails to the baby’s eyes.

The mother behind her screamed.

Matt took advantage of the distraction to punch Elaine straight in the jaw. Her flesh ripped at the impact of his fist, peeling loose from her jawline like the skin from a rotten peach.

Her neck snapped back with a nauseating crunch, and she looked at him. “Striking a flight attendant on duty is a violation of federal law! You’re gonna burn in hell for that!”

She lashed out with her claw of a right hand, still holding on to the baby. Matt dodged, but there was very little room to maneuver in this cramped space, and he felt his shoulder ripped by her nails. He fell into the aisle and tried to find some room to plant his feet, to launch another blow. He swung his right again, but she wasn’t there.

She was bending over the dead old woman by the window and tearing loose the plastic protection of the exit door, just like she’d taught him when the plane was taking off. He hadn’t paid attention then.

He was paying attention now. Elaine looked back at him in triumph. “I told you to keep your fucking seat belt fastened.”

Then the door opened and flew away.


CHAPTER FOUR

Matt made one desperate grab for the baby, expecting it and everything in the plane to be sucked out the emergency exit door, like Auric Goldfinger at the end of that James Bond movie. He was as surprised as the stewardess that this didn’t happen. Another movie myth shattered, Matt thought, as the roar of freezing wind from the open doorway, the blaring alarm, and all the buttercup facemasks dropping down from above gave the passengers the signal to panic, vomit, and say their prayers.

Reaching out across the dead woman from Moses Lake to Elaine, her skull-exposed jaw snapping repeatedly like she was saying something that was lost in the blast of wind, Matt grasped hold of the baby. The creature that had been Elaine wrenched her body sideways in a grotesque game of tug-of-war that ended with Matt grabbing the stewardess’s right hand and snapping it off at the wrist. The baby came free and Matt pulled it to his chest as Elaine spit bile at him. Then she lost her footing and tumbled out the door and into the endless blue sky.

[image: image]

Matt was going to be a hero.

He could see all the signs. When he had handed the baby back to her mother, after the plane had landed to the applause of the passengers (what would they have done if the pilot had crashed? booed?), he saw that look of gratitude on her face and he knew he was doomed. He saw it in the faces of the other passengers too. He had done the right thing and they were all amazed.

The baby wasn’t. She just grabbed her mother’s breasts and started to look for someplace to suck. The baby (Matt never learned that she was named Amanda Martin and that, at age twenty-five, in the year 2036, she would gain fame by doing a cover version of Lady Gaga’s “Poker Face” and set the world record for the shortest period of time between hitting number one on the charts and overdosing on heroin: five hours) knew to look for the next comfort and not to live in the past. Matt wasn’t a hero to her—he was just another set of arms to ride in.

The TSA agents and the airline police held them on the plane for another hour, sorting things out. Everyone agreed that Elaine, the flight attendant, had snapped, grabbed the baby, and headed for the exit door. If it weren’t for that hero in seat 17B, the baby would have gone out with her.

The airline police took Matt off the plane to a windowless room and asked him some more questions for some more hours. Matt was fine with that. Anything to avoid the press he knew was gathering out there in the terminal.

They left him alone in the small room at various intervals, then came back to ask him some more questions. Matt got the feeling they didn’t quite know what to do with him. The third time, they came back with two representatives from the airline who brought with them “a standard release form,” and Matt realized that they were just worried he was going to sue.

“I’m going to sue the airline,” Matt said. “Can I speak with my lawyer?” He was bluffing. If they’d asked him for the name of his lawyer, Matt would have been stumped; the only lawyer’s name he could come up with was Perry Mason. Fortunately they didn’t call him on it but rather tried to settle then and there, figuring they could get him on the cheap. The airline was not at fault, of course, but would a hundred thousand dollars as a good-faith offer be enough to satisfy him?

Matt said he’d think about it. In the meantime, he’d like to get out of here. And he’d like to get out of here without talking to the press.

The airline representatives looked at each other, and Matt thought he’d overplayed his hand. They’d sensed that he didn’t want any exposure—that there was a reason he didn’t want his face plastered all over the twenty-four-hour news cycle. They asked him where he’d be staying, and the only address Matt could think of was 1567 Blue Jay Way. As soon as he said it, he knew they recognized it from the Beatles song.

“That’s a nice area,” the thinner airline representative said.

“Is it?” Matt answered. “I’ve never been there. I’m visiting friends.”

“What friends?”

“I’d rather not say.”

The two airline executives looked at each other again. Then they looked at Matt, and all at once Matt relaxed. He had something they wanted, and they had something he wanted. They could make a deal.

[image: image]

Matt sat in the back of the cab and looked at the sights moving by him. Dark clouds gathered above the suburbs of some great metropolis that never quite showed up. He fingered the five hundred dollars in his pants pocket, which was all he was ever going to see from the airline.

He’d signed the “release form”; they’d given him the cash and let him out the elaborate back way. He’d avoided the press, which he saw gathered around the terminal as he was spirited out. The reporters talked with all of the passengers, who were quite pleased to have their fifteen minutes of fame. Let them have it. Matt had been famous once. Once was enough.

He remembered when the fatter of the two airline representatives had led him to a taxi and, before he shut the door, had asked, “You’re that Matt Cahill, right?”

“I suppose there are others,” Matt said.

“But you’re the dead guy, right?”

“I guess I am.”

“I can see why you didn’t want them crawling over you,” he said, eyeing the hordes of reporters that spilled out onto the sidewalk.

“Thanks,” Matt replied, grateful that someone understood at least part of his feelings.

“No reason to give it away for free, right?” the fat rep had chuckled while he fished a card from his pocket. “Here.”

Matt took the card, puzzled. “What’s this?”

“It’s my brother-in-law,” the fat man said. “He’s the best entertainment lawyer in town. He’ll get you a deal that’ll set you up for life.”

“Deal?”

The rep had looked at him with a “don’t kid a kidder” look. “For your life story. That’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? Welcome to LA,” he had said as he shut the cab door.


CHAPTER FIVE

The Traveling Salesman had been a dive hotel once. The sort of place the lower-level television executives or second-string variety show comedians would go to for a quick bang with their secretaries or whores or both. Located in “the heart of Hollywood,” it was a cheap fleapit surrounded by squalor, just across the street from the historic and dingy Farmers’ Market and just down the way from CBS Television City.

Times had changed. CBS, along with the rest of television, had been exiled to the San Fernando Valley, and the Farmers’ Market had been spruced up and turned into the Grove, with all the requisite Victoria’s Secret, Restoration Hardware, and Anthropologie outlets. The area had been gentrified and the Traveling Salesman had been gentrified along with it.

The old neon sign was still out front, but it was retro and ironic now. The walls were freshly painted in bright, primary colors, and flat-screen TVs and iPod docks were installed in every room. The gist of it was that now lower-level executives and second-string comedians had to pay $170 for a lunch break with their secretaries, who were now called assistants, or their whores, who were now called escorts. Inflation was hurting everyone.

Matt pulled the curtain from the window and looked out at the street. The headlights of cars reflected off the rain-washed pavement, and Matt thought, It never rains in California, but girl don’t they warn ya, it pours.

Great, now he was going to have that song in his head all night. It was six o’clock and already dark this time of year. Back in Harrisonburg it was nine at night. It felt like summer here, but it was winter back…home? It was strange that he almost thought of Harrisonburg as home, as the place he was supposed to be. Matt could have put down roots there, if he hadn’t checked AOL last Saturday night and seen that breaking-news item about the murder in the movie theater in New Orleans. About the word the murderer had scrawled in blood across the screen: “Mörk.”

The news reports drew no conclusions from this, and the comments on AOL were full of jokes about the killer being a mad Robin Williams fan. None of them seemed to know or care about the real significance of the bloody word. Why should they? Even if they had known, as Matt Cahill knew, growing up among Swedish Americans in the logging regions of the Pacific Northwest, what mörk meant in English, why would they have cared? “Dark” was just a word for the absence of light to them.

There were murders every day, and Matt wasn’t sure why this one grabbed his attention. It wasn’t for the reason that it was the talk of the day—Matt couldn’t care less about texting in a movie theater or the growing rudeness of society or all the other things people were blogging about. To tell the truth, he couldn’t imagine anyone having the time or inclination to blog about anything.

No, it was the ax that drew him in. Matt knew how to use an ax. Knew what it felt like to cleave a skull. Knew what it felt like to draw the ax back, feeling the resistance of brains and bone clinging to it as you pulled it free. So he hesitated on the opening page of AOL, which he’d only visited for the weather report, for God’s sake. And then he read about the bloody word scrawled on the screen.

That, coupled with the ax, made it feel like it was a message sent directly to Matt Cahill from Mr. Dark.

He had been waiting for a message for a long time. Was it three months? Four? All he knew was he was riding a motorcycle (an Excelsior-Henderson cruiser from the 1960s that he’d found in a junkyard and nursed back to health) through the mountains of West Virginia, looking for traces of the evil that lurked in the background everywhere he went, traces of Mr. Dark’s contagion. The rotting flesh and putrid stench that only Matt could sense and that signaled the onslaught of senseless slaughter and mindless carnage.

But it didn’t come.

As he entered the Shenandoah Valley, the bright leaves of summer rolling over the Appalachian Mountains like a green vision of peace, Matt nearly let his guard down. As he rode into Harrisonburg, a sleepy college town nestled in the heart of the valley, he was prepared for any and all attacks from the Dark Side.

None came.

He had run out of money in the middle of breakfast at the C & E Diner, so he told the waitress that she could (a) have him arrested for vagrancy or (b) let him do odd jobs around the restaurant to pay off his bill.

Four months later, he was still working there. Cleaning up, doing dishes, busing tables. Living in the one-room apartment out back. Spending long nights playing checkers with the owner of the diner, a forty-year-old widow with a wicked sense of humor and a glorious, zaftig body. They fell into bed together as they played checkers and watched TV shows on her laptop. Just easy, with a laugh and a sigh.

There was no hunger about Gina, no tragedy lurking in her past. True, she missed her husband, dead in a car accident these four years, but she didn’t pine for him. She lived a healthy, bright, sunny life. She liked fucking like she liked hot fudge sundaes and watching Jeopardy. Because it was fun to do and it passed the time.

Matt had never had a fuck buddy before. It felt a little awkward, like he should be bringing her flowers or candy and talking about the future. But once when he came to her house with a single flower, she just laughed and said he didn’t have to do that. All she really wanted was to have somebody to watch Jeopardy and play with. And he realized that was enough for now.

It was after a particularly strenuous bout with Gina that he’d gone to her laptop to visit AOL and see what the weather would be like for a picnic they were planning tomorrow. Nothing big, just a few sandwiches and a visit to an abandoned quarry for some skinny-dipping. It was unseasonably warm that week, but still early enough in the year that they would probably be alone—no need to subject others to their non-college-age nudity. They thought they looked pretty good when they were alone, but why compare themselves to actual youth?

When Gina saw Matt read the news item on AOL, she knew he had seen something that bothered him, but how could Matt explain it to her? There was nothing in his experience with Gina that could prepare her for this wild, insane story. His time with Gina had been totally and completely ordinary. How could Mr. Dark fit into this context?

So he’d said nothing, but from then on his mind was a thousand miles away, and even when he was fucking her (he was much better at that since he’d died), his thoughts were on evil and what it was planning for him next.

Finally he’d told her. Not the whole story, no. Just about Mr. Dark and the way he spread an evil that only Matt could see. Just enough so that she’d think he was crazy.

Except she didn’t think he was crazy. She listened and nodded and said, “Let’s see what we can find.”

And so they researched ax murders on the Internet, which was awfully easy for Gina but would have been impossible for Matt, whom Gina lovingly called a Luddite. Matt was afraid to ask what that meant.

There had been only six ax murders reported this year in the United States. Matt laughed at that statistic—he had beaten that record and then some—and Gina gave him an odd look. Matt said he often laughed when he was nervous and made a mental note to keep his insane thoughts to himself.

Of those six, only one caught Matt’s attention. Six months ago in Austin, Texas, a husband and wife had gotten into an argument after going to see a film at a local repertory house called the Alamo. The argument had escalated to the point where the wife had gone into the garage and grabbed an ax. When the police arrived, they found the husband split in two and the wife dead from drinking Drano. And on the wall was one word written in blood—“Dark.”

The article in the Austin Daily Herald was pretty sketchy, but the Austin Chronicle had one more piece of information. The movie they’d gone to see before all the madness happened was an old seventies horror movie called Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue. The title was a memorable one. It was the same movie that was showing at the theater in New Orleans where the projectionist had gone berserk the month before.

Then Gina Googled Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue, and whatever semblance of normalcy Matt’s life had gained over the past four months was gone.


CHAPTER SIX

Eva Quiller used to get claustrophobic in the ticket booth. That was three years ago, when she was just getting started at the New Fairfax Cinema and all she could see were the three walls around her and the window onto the street.

That was before she came to think of the box office window as a movie screen and the people who came to buy tickets as characters in a film. There was the fat, middle-aged man, looking to find love. There were the hipsters in their stupid hats with their soul patches, whiling away the time before they became rich and famous movie directors. There were the older hippies, who’d given up on dreams of fame and just enjoyed the show. There were the young female geeks, tattooed and pierced, trying to be cool, trying to find love, trying to find fame or just acceptance. Eva supposed she was one of those. But there was one difference between her and nearly everyone else here.

They all hoped they’d get to meet Barnabas Yancey one day. Eva was sick of the sight of him.

Barnabas Yancey was the wunderkind of the new cinema. He had made a splash ten years ago with a low-budget crime drama called Crush that had made him the darling of critics and indie-film buffs who had been looking for a new love since Quentin Tarantino and Kevin Smith had become too hip to be cool. Since then he had made a film a year ranging from postmodern spaghetti westerns (Once upon a Time in New Mexico) to gangster epics (A Handful of Smoke). They didn’t all make money—in fact, most of them had flopped—appealing largely to graduate film students who could understand his references to other movies. But he kept working and he kept making deals with studios that felt assured that one day his “buzz” would turn into boffo box office.

Barnabas hadn’t gone to film school. He hadn’t even gone to college. In actual fact, his first name wasn’t even Barnabas; it was Norman. He’d taken the name in honor of Barnabas Collins, the lead vampire from Dark Shadows. That was another of the obscure but knowing references that made the film geeks love him so much.

He (like Tarantino before him) had gotten his education in a video store. He’d worked as a clerk (shades of Kevin Smith) in a family owned store in Los Feliz and scraped together enough money to make that first film dealing drugs and (according to legend spread by Barnabas himself) selling blow jobs on Santa Monica Boulevard. That first film exploded like a supernova on the Internet and at the Sundance Film Festival (through canny marketing by Simon Einstein, the legendary producer who snapped up the distribution rights) and became a modest but very noisy hit.

Barnabas never looked back. He spent his days partying with all manner of drugs and all manner of women (ranging from porn stars to pop stars) and his nights writing new screenplays. When he wasn’t directing on the set, he was either in rehab or in relapse. He even went into a coma for three days and came out of it with an idea for a movie, Zzzzzz, entirely about a man in a coma.

It reportedly netted less money than any film he’d made thus far.

But if there was one thing Barnabas loved (and it may have been the only thing), it was movies. Not films. Movies. The kind of Grindhouse cinema that people didn’t make anymore because everybody was too smart and too self-aware. Movies that were made in the seventies, on a shoestring, by people with no real knowledge of what they were doing other than wanting to make movies and make a buck. Movies like Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue.

So for his fortieth birthday (how can a wunderkind be that old?), he bought himself a present: the New Fairfax Cinema, down the street from Eddie’s Deli and just across from Larchmont High School. The old, ornate movie theater was opened in the thirties, a minor movie palace in the Zoetrope chain. It had gone through many incarnations since then, from silent movie revival house to Pussycat Adults Only Showcase, and was shut down in the midnineties after “the incident.” The less said about that, the better.

In the aftermath of that, it was designated for the wrecking ball. That’s when Barnabas stepped in.

He bought it, refurbished it, and dedicated it to the showing of Grindhouse cinema. It was the one altruistic gesture Barnabas Yancey ever made. He programmed it himself and even showed up sometimes (you never knew when), so that movie buffs and wannabe filmmakers made a pilgrimage to it every evening. They hoped to catch a glimpse, or better yet catch the ear or some other body part, of Barnabas Yancey in person.

In the end, he bought other run-down theaters across the country, always anonymously, and brought them back from extinction. It was his saving grace.

But Eva Quiller had had enough of Barnabas Yancey, in person or otherwise. At twenty-two, she was just old enough to still be desirable as a babe-film-groupie-slash-movie-geek. She’d shown up at the Fairfax about three years ago with a tenuous introduction to Barnabas (her mother had gone to high school with him) and a low-cut Top Cat T-shirt. The introduction had gone better than she expected. She was offered a job in Barnabas’s theater and a place in his “harem.”

She’d made a short film, of course, and Barnabas had told her it was “full of promise.” But she could never figure out how to start a real movie, so she just became one of his hangers-on. In the intervening years, she had seen every film Jack Hill and Jean Rollin made and taken part in every type of kinky sex act imaginable. The end result? Movies still fascinated her, sex bored her, and Barnabas Yancey revolted her.

Live and learn.

“Are you selling tickets?”

Eva was jolted out of her reverie by an actual customer. This surprised her, both because it was a bit early for walk-ups and because the movie they were showing tonight was Zzzzzz. Even Yancey’s die-hard fans had trouble sitting through that one.

“Yeah,” she said.

The man in front of the window didn’t fit any of her stereotypes of Fairfax Cinema customers. He wasn’t a hipster or an aging hippy. He was in his thirties but wasn’t trying to look any younger. He was muscular, but it wasn’t the kind of muscular you got from working out in a gym; it looked like the kind of muscular you got from doing really hard work. He wore a trucker cap, but it wasn’t the kind that Ashton Kutcher wore ironically—Eva guessed that this man might have actually seen the inside of a truck sometime.

She was intrigued.

“One, please,” the man said.

“All right,” Eva sighed. “But I gotta ask you, do you really want to see this movie?”

“No,” the man replied.

“Then why do you want a ticket?” she asked.

“Because I want to see the ladies’ room,” Matt Cahill said.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Matt hadn’t set foot in a movie theater since Janey had died, not until last weekend. He’d never really liked going to the movies, never really liked the feeling of wasting time in the dark when he could be outside, doing things. Living.

But Janey had loved movies, loved the act of going to them whether they were good, bad, or indifferent. She loved buying popcorn and snuggling down into the seat, loved watching previews and staying till the last of the end credits rolled. So he loved going to the movies too. And after she died he never went again. Everything about it, from the darkness to the smell of old candy, was another reminder of her.

He could skip that.

So when, last week, he stepped across the threshold of the Telegraph Hill Cinema in Charlottesville, Virginia, he might have felt all those feelings rushing back.

The fact that he didn’t have that flood of emotion had more to do with the condition of the theater than with any resolution of Matt Cahill’s mourning process.

The Telegraph Hill Cinema had burned to the ground three days before. During a midnight show. All twenty-five members of the audience, along with the projectionist and the guy who worked behind the concession counter, had been killed.

The scene was left open and deserted. Matt supposed that in some big city there might have been crime scene tape cordoning it off, but Charlottesville, although not a small town, was definitely not a big city. When a fire breaks out in a town like Charlottesville, the volunteer fire department comes to put it out, not to investigate. So no one even thought of arson. They just clucked their tongues at the tragedy of it all and never gave a thought as to how the fire started.

Matt wouldn’t have given a thought to it, either. If the midnight show at the Telegraph Hill Cinema hadn’t been Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue.

So he’d borrowed Gina’s car and taken the hour drive over Afton Mountain to Charlottesville. He didn’t know what he’d find. But he knew he’d find something. Mr. Dark would make sure of that.

And he wasn’t disappointed.

When he drove back to Harrisonburg, he found Gina sitting on the porch of her bluestone house, waiting for him. Veranda, he corrected himself. He had to remember he was in the South now.

“Did you find anything?” she asked.

He didn’t answer, but the way he slumped down next to her on the bench told her that he had.

“So what are you going to do?” She handed him a Pabst and snuggled up to him.

“It’s having another showing this weekend,” he said, dropping an arm over her shoulder.

“Where?”

“Los Angeles. At the New Fairfax.”

They sipped beers in the moonlight. She nodded. “That’s where it started, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“You’d like to be there?”

He shrugged. “Three days. I can’t get there in time.”

“You could fly.”

“I can’t afford it.”

“I’ll give you the money.”

He turned to look at her.

“Why?” he asked her.

“Because it matters to you.”

“You don’t even know what’s going on. Not the whole story.”

“You’ll tell me in time.”

He shook his head. “I can’t. I can’t take money from you.”

“Sure you can. I got frequent flier miles. I’ll never use them.”

He kissed her long and fondly. “Why don’t you just think I’m crazy?”

She smiled. “Because you don’t fuck like a crazy man.”

[image: image]

He could have made a better first impression, Matt thought. Rather than just asking a total stranger if he could see the ladies’ room. It made him sound like a pervert.

The young woman behind the glass didn’t take it that way, though. She considered, pursed her pierced lip, and said, “Just a second.”

A minute later, the painted doors at the front of the theater were opening and the same girl, with the platinum blond hair, fingernail polish, and Bela Lugosi tattoos, beckoned him inside.

“I have a reason—,” Matt started to say.

“I know,” she cut him off. “You want to see where the murders happened.”

She led him past the ornate stairs, past the concession stand with its ageless supply of Junior Mints and Good & Plenty. They walked past the open box office door, where she’d hung the sign that read “Be back in a minute, what’s it to you?,” straight to a door that said WOMEN in angry block letters.

He paused in front of it. She asked him like she didn’t really care, just to pass the time, “You don’t look like the typical murder freak we get here. And, I’m sorry, but you don’t look like you’re writing a book or screenplay. Why do you want to see it?”

“I don’t want to. I have to.”

She nodded. “Intriguing.” And opened the door.

Matt had never been in a ladies’ bathroom before. The first thing that struck him, aside from the lack of urinals, was how much like a men’s room it was. Just two stalls and a sink. Somehow he thought there would be more mystery to it. Another dream shattered, he thought with a laugh.

“That’s the mirror,” the young woman said. “Of course, it isn’t the same mirror. But we don’t tell people that.” She turned the water on in the sink. “That’s the same sink, though. Where he clung while he was stabbed.”

She had no traces of corruption on her face or her body. Matt was glad about that.

“What are you, a relative?” she asked him. “We’ve never had a relative.”

“No,” Matt answered. “I’m not a relative.”

“But you know the story, don’t you? How if you turn off the lights and look in the mirror and say his name ten times, his face appears in the mirror.”

“Like Bloody Mary?”

“Who’s that?”

“It’s an old urban legend. They told it in my high school. It doesn’t work.”

The girl shrugged. “This doesn’t either. I must have said ‘Warren Worley’ a hundred times in here. Nada.”

She switched off the lights and moved toward him. “But you know what does work? If you fuck in here. Then he shows up every time.” She was on him in a second, kissing, grabbing at his pants.

He backed off. “What are you doing?” He’d liked this odd girl up until now. He didn’t want his opinion of her to decline.

She giggled. “What do you think?”

“But why?”

She stopped. His eyes were adjusting to the dim light and he could see the look of consideration cross her face. “Nobody ever asked me that before. Because I want to, I guess. So do you.” She was rubbing his erection in his pants, and he couldn’t very well deny it was there.

He grabbed her hand. “I’m not used to having sex with girls when I don’t even know their names.”

“Eva Quiller. I don’t want to know your name.” She was kissing him again.

“No,” he said firmly.

She slumped. “Really.” She didn’t sound hurt so much as confused.

“It’s not that you’re not attractive,” he felt the need to explain. “It’s just that I have someone.” Did he? Did he really feel that way about Gina? Or was he talking about Janey?

“OK,” she said and moved to the light switch.

“Wait. Don’t turn the light on yet.”

She turned to him, smiling. “Change your mind?”

“No. Tell me the story.”

She pouted. “Don’t you know it?”

“I know parts of it. I want to hear it all.”

“All right,” she said, gesturing to a stall. “Have a seat and I’ll begin.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

“I don’t like to begin at the beginning. That’s so mainstream. I’ll start in the middle, at the beginning of last year, then flash back to 1999. Kind of like Pulp Fiction. Or Citizen Kane. I’m sure you’ll be able to follow. Audiences are so much smarter than Hollywood thinks.

“OK, Richard Vollin was this film preservationist, and he was going through the film vaults in some place in Argentina and found a complete print of a lost film. Now, I don’t know if you know much about lost films, but if you do, you probably think about silent flicks like Metropolis or London after Midnight. But relatively new films get lost too. Especially if they’re what you call ‘orphan films,’ films without a studio or distributor to back them up. They just get shown once and then fade away.

“That was this film. Made in New York, Rome, LA, and the Philippines, produced by a mix of Italian, Spanish, and German money, it was barely released in this country in 1974, then sank into obscurity. Its reputation rested on two things. Its title was memorable. And it was cursed.

“It hadn’t been shown for twenty years, except for one time in the midnineties (we’ll get to that), and Richard hadn’t heard about the curse, only knew that there was some urban legend about it and that it was supposed to be good. True, he would rather have found something monumental, like The Cat Creeps or outtakes from The Magnificent Ambersons, but this wasn’t a bad find. So Vollin came home with a complete print of Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue aka Dead Meat, and he immediately contacted Grindhouse Films, a low-budget releasing company owned by one Barnabas Yancey. He started sending just the one print around, booking it in rep houses throughout the country. Just a tryout in six or seven theaters, to see if there was enough interest to put the picture out on home video. But that’s quite a major release for a film that nobody ever heard of.

“The first death occurred six weeks after the film was discovered. Richard Vollin was found hanging from a rope in his bedroom. The fact that he was dressed in leather, was wearing a red ball gag, and had a nine-inch dildo rammed up his ass made it look less like suicide and more like a sexual adventure gone awry. The odd detail of the word ‘Sombre’ written in feces on the wall opposite him was dismissed as part of the ‘scene.’ Vollin couldn’t have written it himself, not in the position he was in, so there must have been somebody else there. But the police didn’t worry about that too much. Rent boys tend to make themselves scarce when things go that wrong.

“Morgue was shown one time in New York at the Film Forum and once in Boston at the Brattle Theatre. Nothing happened after those screenings—nothing we know of. But when it screened in Washington, DC, things got interesting. That was a group of college kids from Maryland who drove in to see it at a midnight special, and on the way back their car drove off the Wilson Bridge into the Potomac River and they all drowned. Nothing weird about that. Shit happens. They say some word was written on the inside of the roof, scratched in the fabric, but they said that later, after the story had started to gain traction, so nobody believes that.

“Then when Morgue screened in Portland, Oregon, a month later, a member of the audience went home and offed himself with a shotgun. The blast missed him mostly, just took off his jaw and went through the wall of his apartment, killing an eighty-five-year-old woman who lived next door. He crawled across to his kitchenette and poured Drano down his throat to finish the job. Took just enough time to write ‘Dunkel’ on the wall before he died.

“In San Francisco things kicked up a notch. On their way home from a midnight screening of the picture, two girls were raped and murdered. Their bodies were found tied up, naked in an alley, with the word ‘Oscuro’ carved into their flesh.

“Then in Austin, a wife took her husband out with an ax, after writing the word ‘Dark’ on the living room wall.

“Up until then, no one had made the connection between the movie and the killings. They happened in different cities with different police forces and none of them happened in the theater or had anything really to do with the screenings.

“All that changed after New Orleans. You read about that, didn’t you? The projectionist took an ax and split open the head of some bimbo who was texting during the picture. (She got off easy, if you ask me.) And before he committed hara-kiri with the ax, the projectionist wrote—you guessed it—a single nonsense word on the screen.

“Even before the theater in Charlottesville, Virginia, burned to the ground, the Internet was buzzing with rumors. People there made the connection, even if the police and press didn’t. Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue was a cursed movie.

“It didn’t take much searching on Bing to find out about that single screening in 1974 at that drive-in in Reseda, California, when an off-duty cop climbed to the top of the outdoor screen and started taking potshots at the cars. Fifteen people were killed, not to mention the two that died in a car crash in the mad scramble to get out.

“And that was why the movie was locked away and never shown again, except for that one screening in 1999, which I’ll get to now.

“Oh, I forgot, when the SWAT team took him out, they found the off-duty cop, all naked, on top of the screen with his head blown off. And on his chest, written in gunpowder, was the word ‘Scuro.’

“Which is Italian for ‘dark.’ That was the same word, different languages, that was found written at the scene of all or most of the crimes.

“Dark. For Mr. Dark.”


CHAPTER NINE

Matt stared in shock. “Mr. Dark.” It was so strange to hear someone else pronounce that name.

“Who’s Mr. Dark?” he asked, trying to keep the trembling out of his voice.

“Oh, just a character. In Barnabas’s new script.”

Matt hadn’t heard of Barnabas until last week, when he had learned all Eva was telling him from the Internet. But the way Eva said the name, it was as if she assumed everyone had heard it; she spoke it with the kind of emphasis reserved for kings and potentates.

“See, he’s going to make a movie. All about this flick and what happened at the screening in ninety-eight.”

His eyes had fully adjusted to the dark. “What happened in ninety-eight?”

“No one really knows. There were no survivors. See, back then this place was pretty run-down. Everybody was buying DVDs or videotapes or whatever, and no one wanted to go to repertory houses to see movies they could see in their own living rooms. The theater was barely hanging on, mostly because the vintage clothing store next door was doing OK and the same gay couple owned both of them. Warren Worley and his boyfriend, Zander Taman. Apparently they were a happy couple. Just two middle-aged dudes trying to get through life.

“They didn’t show many Grindhouse movies. Mostly silent flicks and foreign films. Classics. They were old-fashioned ‘cinema’ types. But somehow or another they got hold of a copy of Morgue and decided to schedule it for a midnight special on Friday. Only five people showed up.

“It wasn’t until seven o’clock the next night, when the Saturday evening crowd (if you can call it that) arrived, that people found out what had happened. It was pretty gruesome. There were dismembered parts of the audience all over the front row. Somebody had taken an ax to them and done them up real good.

“But it was in here, in the ladies’ room, that the real—what do you call it—carnage took place. Every inch of the place was just covered in blood. There was a body hanging from that light fixture. He was strung up by his own intestines, looped around his throat in kind of a makeshift noose. It took the police a couple of days to identify him because his face was cut clean off, from to ear to ear, from forehead to chin.

“Anyway, they did identify him after a while, from dental records or DNA or something. Warren Worley. Zander Taman was never found!”

She said that last part with special emphasis, like it was the punch line to a joke or the twist ending to a tale, and was gratified by the look of shock on Matt’s face, figuring she’d delivered the story rather well.

But Matt wasn’t listening to her at all by then. He was distracted by the ghastly face in the mirror behind her.

A face like a skull.


CHAPTER TEN

Matt didn’t move.

The face, horrible grin and all, was just hovering behind Eva’s back, like a vision, in the mirror.

OK, thought Matt, maybe it’s a ghost. That would be a change of pace. If it is a ghost, it can’t hurt anybody, right? If it’s not a ghost, then it’s really somebody reflected in the mirror. And if it’s somebody in the mirror, then he’s standing right behind me.

Matt pivoted around, his forearm raised to block the blow as it came crashing down. It was a wooden pole—a broomstick or a mop handle. The pole smacked Matt on the arm with enough force to stun him. But he knew to absorb the blow and stand his ground. He twisted his wrist to grab the pole and yanked it toward the floor, out of the assailant’s hands.

The stranger lost his balance for a second, then came back upright. In the dim light, his smiling skull face stood out like a glow-in-the-dark Halloween mask. Which was probably what it was. Matt shot his fist out toward the bottom of the mask, straight at the stranger’s throat. He’d learned not to mess around when it came to a fight but to move in for the quick kill.

The skull-man grabbed for his throat and fell back into a stall. Matt was on him in a second, picking his head up and slamming it down into the toilet, ripping the mask off, then plunging the man’s head into the bowl. Water splashed as the man struggled, but Matt was relentless, holding him down while he flopped around like fish on the hook, punching him in the face when he came up for air.

The lights came flaring on, accompanied by the raucous, barking laughter of a new arrival. “Whoa, whoa!” the man said, once he caught his breath from the hilarity of it all. “Slow down there, Cowboy!”

Matt stopped and looked up, his hands dripping with toilet water and blood, wondering who this maniac was who found assault and battery so amusing.

“I’m Barnabas Yancey,” the man said, as if that explained everything. As if it always explained everything. “You shoulda seen your face!”

“This was a joke?” Matt asked, not quite believing it.

“It was until you went at him like John Wayne in The Quiet Man!” Barnabas was laughing again.

Matt wasn’t laughing. Especially when he let go of the skull-man, who lifted himself from the toilet bowl and rested his head on the seat. Matt could see his face then. It was a pleasant enough face, under the circumstances. The face of a twentysomething boy with sideburns and a goatee. His right eye was bruising up, but that wasn’t what caught Matt’s attention.

What Matt focused on were the maggots crawling out of the empty socket where the man’s left eye had been.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Get your head off the toilet bowl, Flint!” Barnabas laughed as if this were the funniest thing that had ever been said. The man with the maggots in his eye stumbled to his feet and leaned against the stall.

Eva spoke up. “Barnabas, goddammit! When are you gonna learn? You coulda gotten Flint killed!”

“Well, I didn’t expect Cowboy to go all Ninja Assassin on him.”

“Somebody want to tell me what’s going on?” Matt demanded.

“Just having a little fun, Cowboy,” Barnabas said, offering Matt his hand. “What’s the point of owning a haunted bathroom if you can’t have a little fun?”

“I think he broke my nose!” Flint was having trouble standing, slipping on the wet tile floor. Matt kept watching him. Flint seemed harmless now, but the evil was in him and it was only a matter of time before it turned to action. Matt promised himself he’d be there when it did.

Eva helped Flint steady himself. “Flint, why do you let him talk you into these things?”

“Because he thinks I’ll help get his movie made,” Barnabas said with a laugh. “That’s why everybody does everything with me!”

“That’s not true, Barney,” Flint sputtered.

“Of course it is!” Barnabas’s laugh was getting a little vicious. “I’m like the king with his court!” His eyes settled on Matt. “And you’re the wandering knight errant, am I right?”

Matt thought about socking him in the jaw. He didn’t think about socking people in the jaw very often, not unless they were rotting and evil and preying on the weak and helpless. Barnabas wasn’t rotting at all. Evil and preying? Maybe so.

But the fact of the matter was, Matt needed Barnabas right now. And Matt needed to keep a watchful eye on Flint.

Matt took Barnabas’s hand and shook it, squeezing a bit more than he had to.

“Yow!” Barnabas laughed again. Did he laugh at everything? “Quite a grip you got there, Cowboy!”

“I’m not a cowboy,” Matt said. He had to get out of this crowded bathroom.

Matt walked back into the lobby, then into the theater. What he saw there made him catch his breath.

The theater was beautiful. An old movie palace of the kind they don’t build anymore. The decor was a mix of Spanish baroque and Egyptian. It twirled and curled all around, from the balcony to the two box seats that framed the stage. A flamboyant, overelaborate, rococo bas-relief framed the red velvet curtain that covered the screen. And above that, peering over all, like a vulture waiting for game, was the bust of a harpy—half woman, half eagle—eyes red and glowing in the semidarkness.

Beauty and evil. The place dripped of both.

“You know, I’m not used to people walking away from me.”

Matt turned and saw Barnabas standing in the doorway.

“Unless you’re a studio executive at a party. They can’t get away from me fast enough.”

Barnabas was hovering around forty, with bushy hair surrounding a fast-receding hairline, and black sideburns growing down his face, as if in reaction to it. Matt thought hip people usually shaved their heads once they started to go bald. He decided Barnabas was reacting against that. The really hip thing was to not be hip.

“Well, I’m not a studio executive,” Matt said. “I’m not a cowboy either.”

“OK. What are you? A lumberjack?”

Matt nodded. That was close enough.

“Whoever you are, you fight like a son of a bitch. I mean, you don’t know tae kwon do and Krav Maga or anything. You just throw punches. My God, I haven’t seen fighting like that since Howard Hawks.”

“I don’t know who that is.”

“Ordinarily I’d toss you out of here for saying a thing like that. But something tells me…” He paused to consider. “So tell me, what movie do you want to make? You have two minutes.”

“I don’t want to make a movie.”

“C’mon. Everyone wants to make a movie.”

“Not me.”

“Then what do you want from me?”

“I want to stop you from showing Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue tomorrow night.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Barnabas sucked on the straw sticking out of a Big Gulp and sat down on the desk in the dingy office. He wore a hoodie. He was about five years too old to pull off a hoodie.

“What’s it to you, Matthew?” Barnabas asked, hunching over expectantly. Flint and Eva were in the tiny, cramped office too, hanging out by the doorway. Matt was given center stage in an expensive office chair that looked very out of place in the shabby surroundings.

“What?” Matt asked.

“C’mon, I gave you a Big Gulp, I let you sit in my genuine Herman Miller chair. Speak up now.”

Matt felt rankled. “I’m not a performing monkey.”

Barnabas looked offended. “What does that mean, ‘I’m not a performing monkey’? They don’t even use performing monkeys in the movies anymore. It’s all CGI.” His bark of a laugh echoed against the walls. “Now, what’s it to you whether I show Morgue tomorrow night?”

“You know as well as I do. That movie’s cursed.”

“I know that tomorrow night is the thirteenth anniversary of the last time it was screened here. I know we’re gonna have a big party to celebrate. I know it’s gonna put asses in seats!”

“I don’t believe you care about how many asses you have in how many seats. This theater is just a hobby for you, isn’t it?”

Barnabas grinned at Eva. Then he glanced over at a pair of manacles on a pair of chains that were mounted on the wall. “We won’t talk about my hobbies, OK? This is my calling, if you must know. This theater is why I’m alive.”

“What about making movies?”

“That’s what I do for a living. What do you do for a living, Matt? There aren’t a lot of forests to chop down in LA.”

“I do a little of this, a little of that.”

Barnabas smiled. “You want to work here, Cowboy? We could use a janitor. You already showed me that you know your way around with a mop!” That barking laugh again. It was getting past annoying.

Matt looked at Flint. The rotting of his face held steady. It was waiting.

“I hope I didn’t hurt you too bad, Flint,” Matt lied.

“You just surprised me,” Flint muttered.

“Hear that,” Barnabas laughed. “You surprised him!” Barnabas threw an old piece of popcorn at Flint. “You were the one wearing the Skeletor mask, Flint! You were supposed to surprise the fuck out of him!”

Matt looked at Eva leaning on the doorjamb, looking bored. “Were you in on the fun?”

She looked at him blandly. “Do I look like I’d pull a stunt like that?” She pulled a cigarette from a pack of smokes that had an Indian on the wrapper and let it dangle from her lips.

“I don’t know,” Matt said.

“No, she’d never do that,” Barnabas said. “She’s innocent as the new-fallen snow. We saw you heading for the bathroom and figured she was going to do one of her tours. We thought we’d see what happens. Figured you’d be scared, it would be a laugh.” His eyes drifted to Eva. “Maybe even figured she’d be scared. Get a rise out of her for once.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, Barney.” She dug an old Zippo lighter out of her pants pocket and proceeded to light up.

“No smoking in the theater, Eva.”

“Fuck you.” She blew a cloud of smoke at Barnabas. But she did snuff the cigarette out on the wall. She might be rebellious, Matt thought, but she still does what he says.

Barnabas turned back to Matt. “Anyway, I never thought you’d turn our little prank into a—what do you call it?—donnybrook.”

Matt locked eyes with Barnabas. “Then why didn’t you wear the mask, Mr. Yancey? If it was such an innocent gag?”

Barnabas looked right back at him. “Because you never know what’ll happen.”

“Then that’s what I think about the screening tomorrow night. You never know what’ll happen.”

“Oh, I know what’ll happen. That story Eva told you, it was the truth. I expect Mr. Zander Taman will come back from the grave and slaughter everyone there.”

Matt watched him. Barnabas wasn’t laughing. “That’s not a joke.”

“Damn right it’s not. It’s the climax of the screenplay I’m writing. When Mr. Dark comes shambling in with his rotting entrails dragging behind him to reenact his crime.”

“Why do you call him ‘Mr. Dark’?” Matt asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

“Taman is the Croatian word for ‘dark.’ That’s one thing all the crimes have in common. The word dark was written at the scenes, in all different languages. Don’t you think that’s significant, Dead Man?”

Matt started. “You know who I am?”

“Sure. I read all about you. Matt Cahill. It’s a pretty memorable name. Sort of like Marshal Dillon and John Wayne all rolled into one.” Barnabas gave his barking laugh. “The one guy I know who really has a tale worth telling, and he doesn’t want to make a movie! Incredible!”

Matt stood up. “I’ll take that job you offered me, Mr. Yancey.”

“Good. But please, Mr. Yancey is the guy who fucked my mother. I’m Barney.” He leaped off the table, reminding Matt of a little boy with ADHD. Grabbing a mop from a corner, he handed it to Matt. “Pay special attention to the back row. That’s where the masturbators sit. I know. Been there, done that.” And then there was that barking laugh again.

Flint checked the time on his cell phone. “We better go, Barnabas.”

“Oh, right. You coming to the picture, Eva?”

Eva shrugged. “I’ve seen it.”

“So have I. A million times. But not in this setting. Setting is everything.” His gaze landed on Matt as if he’d forgotten all about him. “You wanna come?”

“Where?”

“We’re going to a screening of Night of the Living Dead. In a cemetery.”

“Been there,” said Matt. “Done that.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It didn’t surprise Matt that he was sitting in the back of a hearse. A hearse that was retrofitted with leather seats (where the coffins used to be) and pimped out with a primo sound system, which was currently blasting Bernard Herrmann’s score for Twisted Nerve for everybody on Melrose Avenue to hear.

No, it didn’t surprise Matt that Barnabas had a hearse. Everything Barnabas did was about making an impact, saying “Look at me! Aren’t I weird?” It must have been exhausting to be Barnabas Yancey.

Flint was behind the steering wheel. Matt was behind him in the backseat, where he could just glimpse the squirming maggots in his eye if he leaned forward. They hadn’t spread any. Flint seemed to be maintaining himself. For now.

That was one of the reasons Matt had agreed to go with them to the movie. The other was that he sensed that there was more to Barnabas’s insistence on holding the screening tomorrow night than sheer mischievousness. Barnabas knew more about Mr. Dark than he let on. Matt wanted to stay near Barnabas and see what made him tick.

But that didn’t explain why Eva changed her mind and decided to come along. Or why she was sitting so near to him, drumming her black fingernails on his thigh. Hadn’t Matt made his lack of interest clear?

He had asked to drop by his hotel room on the way and pick up his duffel bag, his ax waiting inside it. Why he wanted it close to him, he wasn’t sure. He was just used to having it there, and in the small towns and on the back roads he usually frequented, no one questioned a man carrying a large duffel slung over his shoulder. In a big city it made him stand out like a homeless person.

Which was what he was, he supposed.

He missed Harrisonburg. He’d picked up the room phone in his hotel and called Gina, but all he’d got was her voice mail. He hadn’t left a message. He was never sure what to say on those things. “How are you?” “I’m here.” “I miss you.” It all seemed so forced.

So here he was, driving in a cherry red hearse toward the Hollywood Forever Cemetery to see a zombie movie, with a girl with bleached blond hair and a pierced eyebrow who wanted to fuck him, and a forty-year-old teenager who was now playing Wanda Jackson’s “Riot in Cell Block #9” at full volume, as the hearse vibrated with bass, motoring down the street.

Matt decided he didn’t like LA.

After he’d been to New York a few months back, he’d thought all big cities would be the same. But whereas New York crushed you down by the sheer weight of the buildings or the cacophonous noise of the traffic, Los Angeles was all spread out and nondescript and anonymous. It was as if a small Western town had grown and grown, like the Blob, and was threatening to eat up the entire country if it wasn’t stopped.

Matt could see no pedestrians on the sidewalk, just empty nail salons and auto repair shops. Then all at once there was a throng of people, all twentysomething (or people on either side of their twenties who wished they were twentysomething), lined up outside the gates of an old cemetery, which sprang up out of nowhere between a transmission/muffler shop and a Chinese restaurant.

Flint steered the hearse into the crowd, easing his way through the gates. The mob parted with well-rehearsed ease, and they drove into the cemetery. Barnabas rolled down his window and waved to the multitude—they all waved back with the respect and devotion of a congregation for its pastor.

Matt took a closer look at the crowd and his heart skipped a beat.

They were all rotting and covered with running sores.

It took him a second to realize that they were wearing makeup. This was a costume event. Everyone was made up as zombies.

 Great, thought Matt. Now it would be hard to tell the fake ghouls from the real ones. But Matt figured, after all he’d been through, he’d be up for the job.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The cemetery was huge. Behind white walls, secreted from the city that pulsed all around it, the cemetery lay like a sleeping giant. Acres of tombstones and marble statues. Palm trees, looking to Matt like alien fingers scratching at the night sky, towered overhead among the clouds and fingered the stars.

It wasn’t a modern cemetery. It didn’t have concrete slabs flush with the ground to make it easier to mow the lawn. No, this was an old-fashioned, full-on graveyard, filled with monuments and mausoleums and statues of weeping angels. It looked for all the world like a cemetery movie set. It was even lit like a film—low arcs of light filtered through the headstones, more to provide atmosphere than to add illumination. The only word Matt could think of to fit this place was a word from his childhood, a word he hadn’t used in years—it was spooky. Like a Halloween haunted house spooky. Like funhouse spooky.

When he was a kid, he would have eaten this place up with a spoon. He wasn’t a kid anymore.

The hearse rolled to stop.

“Last stop!” Barnabas cackled as he opened the door.
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Eva spread a blanket on the ground, as if they were having a picnic in a park. The crowd, once it was let in, filled the rolling hills like a fog. Barnabas sat in among them, a part of them, but separate. Matt marveled at the way he seemed to ride above the throng, passing his hands through them like the pope in Vatican Square. They worshipped him, Matt realized, and the thought made him feel a little sick in the pit of his stomach.

Barnabas cracked open a bottle of Craftsman beer and took a long drink from it. He leaned back on a headstone and sighed. “Isn’t it a beautiful night, Darren?”

Matt looked around. There was no one named Darren in the immediate vicinity. Just Eva stretched out over a grave like it was a tanning bed and Flint, carrying a basket of chicken and waffles out of the hearse. The running sores in Flint’s eyes were getting worse.

“Who’s Darren?” Matt asked.

“Darren McGavin. You know, Kolchak, The Night Stalker.” Barnabas reached behind himself and tapped the gravestone that he was resting on. It was a tall piece of marble, and over Barnabas’s head Matt could read the name etched in it. It looked familiar.

“He was the father in A Christmas Story, right?” Matt said.

“OK, we’ll accept that,” Barnabas said, sounding aggrieved. “All the Hollywood luminaries are buried here. DeMille. Valentino. Douglas Fairbanks. Junior and Senior. Mel Blanc. Peter Lorre. Even Johnny Ramone. I’m going to be buried over there. If I ever die.”

Matt took his duffel bag out and propped it up underneath himself—somehow he didn’t think it was right to use a headstone as a pillow.

Flint put the basket down in front of Barnabas and cleared his throat. He was obviously bringing up a touchy subject. “So, Barney…did you ever get the chance to read that new draft I did on my screenplay? You’ve had it for a couple of weeks now. Do you have any notes?”

“I said I’d get to it!” Barnabas snapped. The rudeness of his tone was palpable to Matt. Matt would never talk that way to someone who had just brought him a basket of chicken and waffles.

“He thinks I have nothing to do but read his shitty spec screenplays,” Barnabas said, laughing to Matt, as if Matt would understand, even though Matt didn’t know what a spec screenplay was, let alone what notes were.

“As a matter of fact, I did read it,” Barnabas went on. “It has promise, but, man, the third act still feels like I’ve wiped my ass with it a million times. It’s so predictable! You know what it reads like? A fucking Lifetime made-for-TV movie! I’d have flushed it down the toilet if it wouldn’t have stopped up the drain with its clichés!”

Flint blinked at him. One of the maggots in his right eye popped out and jumped down his cheek as his eyelid snapped shut. “OK,” he said, “but you think it has promise, right? If I work on it, you’ll read it again?”

“I suppose. But don’t expect me to keep wasting my time with such utter, boring, puerile bullshit, all right?”

“Thanks.” Flint scuttled off to sit with Eva.

Barnabas chuckled and whispered to Matt, “I didn’t actually read it, but I didn’t have to, to know it sucked.”

Barnabas settled down and sat facing the wall of a huge mausoleum that Matt guessed was going to be the screen. It was like the drive-in movie theater Matt went to once as a kid. Except, instead of cars, everyone was sitting on graves.

“Only in Hollywood, huh?” Barnabas said, as if echoing Matt’s thoughts.

“It seems a little disrespectful,” Matt said, his ass squirming on Maila Nurmi’s grave. Whoever that was.

“It would be disrespectful,” Barnabas agreed, “if these weren’t showbiz folk.” He patted the ground fondly. “They understand. The show must go on.”

The lights around them dimmed and the evening’s entertainment began. First there was some ancient cartoon full of dancing skeletons, all done in a rubbery, bouncy style that made Matt laugh, in spite of himself.

Then the main attraction. Matt had seen it before. It had really scared him when he was a boy.

Nothing scared him anymore.

So while Barbra was being chased through the black-and-white graveyard, Matt let his eyes wander over the crowd.

Everyone was wearing makeup—cavernous eyes, sunken cheeks, skull teeth drawn over their lips—but now that he was used to it, it didn’t fool him at all.

Flint, now, there was the real thing. The sores in his face were deepening, and Matt caught the telltale whiff of decaying flesh in the air.

How long would it be before this one turned violent?

All at once, Flint’s eyeball popped out of his head and drooped down his face.

“Yuck,” Barnabas said. “I never get used to that.”

Matt turned to Barnabas. “Get used to what?”

“Come on.” Barnabas grinned. “You see it too. Flint’s gone all ripe.”

Matt stared at Barnabas.

“Cowboy, you don’t have to pretend with me, you know,” Barnabas leaned in and whispered to Matt. “We’re two of a kind.”

“What do you mean?” Matt asked.

“I’ve been seeing ’em rot and go bad for close to a year now.” Barnabas took a sip from his beer and added, “Ever since I died.”

And then a shovel came swinging down at Barnabas’s head.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Where Flint had gotten the shovel from, Matt didn’t know. Perhaps it was in the back of the hearse when they drove here. Perhaps he’d picked it up from behind a tombstone, left there by some forgetful gravedigger when he was done with his day’s work. But he had it and he was aiming it at Barnabas like a hatchet.

The shovel came down with such force that it struck a spark off Darren McGavin’s headstone. Barnabas scooted away just in time, rolling aside like a trained gymnast. Like he wasn’t surprised. Like he was expecting it.

“You didn’t even read the damned thing!” Flint shouted and swung the shovel again, straight down at Barnabas. Barnabas skittered away, half climbing up Richard Blackwell’s tombstone, just avoiding the blow.

“If you’d read the fucking screenplay you’d have seen that I took your last notes and improved on them!” Flint was screaming as he raised the shovel for the killing stroke.

Matt was on his feet in an instant, his duffel in hand. He didn’t have time to pull the ax out. He just swung the whole duffel at the back of Flint’s head.

Flint spun around, affronted. “What the fuck was that?” he asked, insulted. “We’re talking here!”

Barnabas was on him in seconds, wrapping his arms around him from behind, pinning Flint’s arms to his sides.

“Now!” Barnabas yelled gleefully to Matt. “Clobber him!”

Matt was a bit taken aback by this order, but he did as he was told, clipping Flint on the jaw with the butt of his ax through the duffel.

Flint went down.

Barnabas looked at him, lying at his feet, and laughed. “I didn’t expect him to turn so soon.”

“What are you talking about?” Matt asked.

Barnabas ignored him. He was bending over the unconscious Flint, poking at his putrid eye like a little boy exploring the rotting carcass of some animal. “It’s so gross!” he said admiringly.

The crowd was coming around them now, curious at what the ruckus was about. Barnabas waved them aside. “My friend just had a little too much beer. Everything’s under control.”

He started lifting Flint up by the arms and gestured for Matt to grab his feet. “Come on, we’ll get him into the hearse.”

“What for?” Matt asked, puzzled.

“Well, we can’t just leave him here,” Barnabas said, like he was talking to a petulant child. “We’ll take him back to the theater. Get some coffee in him.”

“You don’t understand,” Matt said. “He’s not going to get better. He’s going to wake up and try to kill you.”

“Not if he’s cuffed to the wall.”

Who was Matt to argue with that? Besides, he couldn’t very well kill Flint here, in front of everybody. Better to lug him away and figure out what to do with him later.

So he grabbed Flint’s legs and started to haul him toward the hearse.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Eva asked.

“Not now, Eva,” Barnabas said. “Be a doll and open the back of the hearse.”

“Fuck you, Barney. Open it yourself.”

“Can’t you see my hands are full?”

In retrospect, Matt wondered if Flint had ever really been unconscious or if he was just waiting for the right moment to strike. It didn’t really matter, Matt supposed. All that mattered was that at that instant Flint’s hand shot up toward Barnabas’s face and grabbed hold, nails digging into his flesh.

Barnabas screamed a scream that sounded a little like his laugh and dropped Flint.

Flint’s hand fell with him, scratching deep grooves into Barnabas’s face. His legs were jerked out of Matt’s grasp, and as soon as he hit the ground, Flint sprang back up, nails at the ready, reaching out for Barnabas’s throat.

Eva screamed, and Matt looked over to where his duffel lay, left behind under Darren McGavin’s tombstone. Flint followed his gaze. Both men dived for the duffel, but Flint had the head start, so he got there first.

Flint picked up the duffel and examined it. He didn’t seem to know what he had—he had just seen that Matt wanted it. He shook it a couple of times and smiled.

Then he pulled out the ax.

“What the fuck?” Barnabas said, blood dripping from his gouged face as he watched Flint weighing the ax in his hands. “What the fuck do you have an ax for?” he asked Matt.

 Because of situations like this, Matt was going to reply when Flint charged at him.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Matt didn’t like fighting.

The more he did it, the more it became second nature to him, but he still hated it. It was brutal and ugly and it never ended well.

Flint was big, scary, and full of fury. But he didn’t know how to fight. Matt guessed he’d never been in a fight, a real fight, other than some playground scuffle when he was a child. So even though Flint had the ax and was pumped full of adrenaline and evil, it wasn’t really a fair contest.

Because over the past couple of years Matt had learned how to take care of himself.

When Flint came running at him, ax lifted above his head to strike, Matt went low and charged him, hitting him in the gut with his shoulder. Flint toppled over Matt, and the ax went crashing into John Huston’s crypt.

“What’s going on?” Eva cried.

Matt scrambled up and dashed to the ax before Flint could get his bearings. He seized the ax by the handle and swung it at Flint, just as he lunged for Matt, crying out, “You’re his new favorite, damn it!”

The ax struck Flint just below the temple.

If the ax had gone at him blade first, it would have chopped off the top of his head, spilling his brains all over John Huston’s nice marble sarcophagus. But Matt had turned the blade away so that the butt of the ax struck Flint on the brow and knocked him off his feet, felling him like a tree.

Matt didn’t really know why he spared Flint. Maybe it was because he felt sorry for him. Maybe it was just because there were all these people around and he’d have to explain himself.

Maybe it was because of Eva. Because she was looking at him with pure horror in her eyes.

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

He turned to her and was about to explain that he’d had to do it, to protect himself and her and everyone around them from what Flint had become.

But before he could speak, he felt someone grab his head from behind and twist it to the side violently. Matt saw stars and thought, Somebody’s trying to break my neck, as he fell to the ground. Fortunately that move, which looks so easy in the movies, is pretty hard to pull off correctly, and the “someone” had botched it, merely wrenching Matt’s vertebrae and giving him a bad case of whiplash.

He looked up to see Flint, on his feet again, not looking too worse for wear after the ax blow to his head, stepping over him and lunging for Eva.

Eva screamed.

Just then a shining object flashed down from above and clipped off Flint’s right thumb.

Matt looked over and saw Barnabas holding a sword. A samurai sword.

“We better go!” Barnabas said. Was he really laughing?

Flint fell to the ground, grasping his thumb and crying.

People were watching.

And applauding.

They’d seen Barnabas Yancey chopping off somebody’s thumb with a sword, thought about it, and decided it had to be an act. A part of a show Barnabas was putting on to promote a new movie. And to think they were there! A big hand all around!

Barnabas bowed, then grabbed Matt’s arm with one hand and Eva’s with the other and dashed to the hearse.

Eva slipped and Matt picked her up. She was oddly passive in his arms, and he realized that what she reminded him of was Barbra in the movie they were watching. Or weren’t watching. The first victim of the zombie attack, rendered catatonic by the shock of it all.

Death imitates art.

They made it to the hearse, and Barnabas clicked his remote control key and the doors unlocked for them.

Matt stuffed Eva into the passenger seat. Just then, Barnabas, around the other side at the driver’s door, was yanked down to the ground by an unseen hand.

Leaping over the hood of the car like Starsky (or was it Hutch?), Matt caught a glimpse of Barnabas being pulled under the hearse. For the first time he saw real fear in Barnabas’s eyes.

He dropped his ax and seized Barnabas’s hand before it disappeared. Matt pulled with all his might—whatever it was that had Barnabas pulled from the other side.

But Matt was stronger. He yanked Barnabas from under the car, dragging the whatever-it-was, still clinging to Barnabas’s heel, with him.

Flint.

Matt slammed his fist down into Flint’s face, just like he had in the toilet, but with more force this time. It took only one blow to knock him unconscious. Or maybe kill him. Matt wasn’t feeling particular.

Barnabas struggled to his feet. Matt grabbed his ax and opened the door of the hearse, trying to push Barnabas inside.

He resisted.

“We can’t just leave him here!” Barnabas said. “His thumb is bleeding!”

Matt hadn’t given Barnabas credit for that much humanity.

Barnabas pulled away from Matt and bent down next to Flint. He yanked a handkerchief from his pocket (who still carried handkerchiefs?), wrapped it around the bleeding stump that used to be Flint’s thumb, then bodily dragged Flint into the back of the hearse.

Matt climbed into the driver’s seat and started the ignition. After Barnabas finished loading Flint into the back, he got into the passenger seat next to Eva and hit the button that raised the glass divider, separating the living in the front seat from the dead in the back.

“Hit it!” Barnabas said.

It was an unnecessary flourish. Matt had already floored it.

“What is happening?” Eva screamed suddenly, snapping out of her funk.

“It’s Mr. Dark!” Barnabas said. “He doesn’t want me to show the movie either. He wants to stop me!”

“Stop you from what?” Matt asked as he cleared the gates and drove onto Melrose Avenue.

“Trapping him!” Barnabas said. He was laughing again.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Flint’s jaws snapped shut as he lunged forward and the chain pulled him back.

“Flint, my man, I’m sorry I didn’t read your script before,” Barnabas said, flipping through a manuscript. “It’s actually pretty good. Kudos.”

But Flint was too far gone to appreciate this faint praise. His face had rotted away so that his skull-like visage approximated the mask he was wearing when Matt first met him. He was chained by his ankles to the back wall of the theater office. Matt had wondered what those chains were there for.

“What are you keeping him here for?” Matt asked.

“What do you want to do with him?” Barnabas replied. “You want to kill him? Why? He can’t hurt anybody.”

Eva was in the back taking a drag on a joint to calm her nerves. “What’s the matter with him? Should we call a doctor? His thumb looks pretty bad.”

Matt had to remind himself that Eva couldn’t see the rotting of Flint’s flesh. As far as she was concerned, he was just the same as he ever was—except that he’d turned into a bloodthirsty crazy man and tried to kill them a couple of times.

“Don’t worry, I already called Dr. Hopley,” Barnabas said. “He’s our ‘private doctor,’” Barnabas explained to Matt with a wink.

“What did you tell him?” Eva asked.

“That Flint went berserk,” Barnabas said. “Probably a flashback from some drug he was taking.”

Barnabas leaned in to Flint, and Flint went wild with anger and hunger and spite. Barnabas laughed. “I like that word, berserk. It means an ancient Scandinavian warrior, so frenzied in battle as to be invincible. Cool.” Barnabas was swinging his samurai sword around his head in slow motion. “Not quite invincible, though, are you, Flint?”

Flint growled. His bloody right hand shot out at Barnabas’s face like a snake. Barnabas didn’t flinch. He knew the chain would hold.

“Where’d you get that samurai sword?” Matt asked.

“It’s a katana. The one used by Toshiro Mifune in Sanjuro. Supposed to be, anyway. I keep it with me in the hearse at all times. You never know when it might come in handy.”

Flint lunged forward again, his teeth gnashing, his one good eye blazing. The chain restrained him.

“You have to do something! When is Dr. Hopley going to get here?” Eva cried.

Barnabas chuckled and put the sword back in its sheath. “Anytime now. Right now, me and the Cowboy have to have a grown-up conversation. Why don’t you be a good little girl and get the box office ready for tonight?”

“Fuck you,” Eva said. “I’m going to call the police.”

“And what do you think the police will do to poor Flint? Why don’t we let him get off of whatever trip he’s on first. It’s only fair.”

She hesitated and then she nodded. “I guess.” Then she looked over his shoulder at Matt. “Don’t listen to his bullshit, Matt. I’ll be downstairs.”

Barnabas shut the door after her.

“How long before the doctor gets here?” Matt asked.

“I didn’t call any doctor. We both know that won’t do any good.”

Barnabas took out three shot glasses and a bottle of Patrón. “How ’bout a nightcap? We gotta get plenty of sleep. Big day tomorrow.” He poured three shots, picked up one, and slid the other across the desk toward Matt.

“Who’s the third for?” Matt asked.

“Absent friends,” Barnabas replied.

They shot the tequila back.

“I already know your story, Cahill. Do you mind if I tell you mine? It’s short and I’m good at telling stories.”

Matt nodded.

“Well, the first part you know all about,” Barnabas began. “After all, I don’t have to tell you what it’s like to die.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“I drowned in my bathtub a year ago last March. There were about thirty people in my house, so you’d think somebody would have noticed me slipping under, or at least would have wondered where I was for the two hours or so I was dead, but they were otherwise occupied.

“Have you ever been to an orgy?

“I used to have one at my house in Brentwood every other week. You’d think it would get old, but it really doesn’t. Every girl and every guy, they’re so different. And the combinations! You could really do it for years before you run out of variations.

“But this Wednesday I was feeling a little tired of the whole thing, so I just thought I’d take a bath. Maybe I’d been mixing too much Ambien with too much vodka, I don’t know. Somehow I just drifted off and under and nobody was with me, because they were all too busy downstairs fucking.

“They tell me Eva was the one who found me. It makes sense. She was probably trying to avoid the party. She had turned into kind of a wallflower in the past few months. Used to be, she was up for anything, and anybody. But you know how young girls are. Very changeable. The least little thing can set them off.

“Anyways, she found me, and despite what she says now, she didn’t want me to be dead. She performed CPR on me and called the paramedics. That broke up the party downstairs pretty good. When you die, that’s when you know who your real friends are. Most of the people just split. They didn’t want to be caught up in the TMZ of it all.

“Well, the paramedics showed up and tried that defibrillator thing on me—zap!—but it was a no go. They pronounced me dead and zipped me up in one of those cool body bags and proceeded to carry me downstairs.

“Now what was I doing all this time? Was I heading down a long corridor toward a heavenly light? Was I in a field of fire getting prodded up the ass by red-tailed demons with pitchforks? No. I was just…nowhere. So if you ask me if there’s an afterlife, I have to say, not so far as I can tell.

“To quote Bill Shakespeare, ‘Hell is empty and all the devils are here.’

“Anyway, they took me downstairs, and Eva stopped them when they tried to take me out the front door. All the paparazzi were there hoping to snap pictures of my naked, dead carcass, and she wanted the paramedics to go out the back door to avoid them. She was like you. She thought all that publicity wasn’t respectful. Me? I’d have loved the attention. Ask anybody—they’ll tell you what a headline whore I am.

“Anyway, it was while they were arguing about which door to take me out of that I woke up.

“Those zippers on those ziplock body bags, they don’t work from the inside, so I just sat up and fumbled around in there, not knowing what the hell was happening, but thinking I must be involved in some kind of kinky sex play that I couldn’t remember. Then I fell off the fucking gurney.

“Everybody rushed around me and I remember that Eva was crying and the paramedics were covering their asses, trying to make sure they didn’t get sued.

“I just went up to bed and left them arguing with my lawyer, who had been heading out the side door with two Asian chicks when he thought I was dead but, now that I was alive again, was making sure that I saw that he was my loyal representative.

“Fuck them. I just crawled under the covers and tried to sleep off the memory of death. Eva came in and said she was glad I hadn’t died. I thanked her for her honesty. That’s why I stay with her. Because she’s honest. I don’t know why she stays with me.

“It was when my lawyer came up to tell me about the good chances I had for a lawsuit against the city that I realized things had changed.

“He was stinking. And rotten. You know the drill.

“His left ear, where he wore his Bluetooth, was decaying so much the little earpiece was dripping with gore. I didn’t want to say anything. I didn’t want to be rude. I just kept gesturing to my ear, brushing something away, hoping he’d get the hint. Nothing. When Eva came in, I pulled her aside and asked her about Isaac’s ear, and all I got was a blank stare. Nobody saw it but me.

“So I figured, OK, I’ve suffered some kind of strange brain damage. What do I expect after being dead for a while? There are bound to be some hiccups.

“When he arranged for a secret meeting with the paramedics at an office I have off Santa Monica Boulevard, I didn’t think too much of it. When he told them not to bring anybody along with them, or even tell anybody where they were going, I thought he was just being dramatic. I mean, what was he going to do? Blackmail them? I had all the money in this equation.

“I got there a little late. I always get everywhere a little late. Or a lot late. It’s a power thing.

“When I got there (it was the weekend, so the office was empty), my lawyer had the two men trussed up like Christmas turkeys, all naked. One of them was screaming his head off. The other one didn’t have to—his head had already been cut off. He was spouting a fountain of blood from a neck hole all the way across the room and all over the other paramedic.

“Isaac was standing over him holding this katana, which he’d taken from a display in my office, without so much as asking me. Also he was naked, which wasn’t a pretty sight.

“He looked up at me and said, ‘Hi,’ like you’d say any other time you met somebody. He said he hoped I didn’t mind, but he’d started without me. It was just too exciting. But he’d saved one for me.

“I said, ‘What the fuck?’ Isaac was bewildered. His deterioration had increased. His body was bloating and splitting open. Maggots were having a field day in his intestines. Even then I knew that whatever was making him rot on the outside was making him rot on the inside too.

“He didn’t understand my objection to the scene. Wasn’t this just the logical conclusion of all the orgies and whatnot we engaged in over the years? ‘You haven’t lived until you’ve seen the light go out of somebody’s eyes and you know you did it!’

“He handed me the sword. Just handed it to me like I would naturally give it a try on the poor guy tied up at his feet.

“I turned the blade on Isaac. I told him to untie the schmuck and that I was going to call the police. Isaac was thoroughly confused by this turn of events. It was like I was busting him for smoking a joint or something.

“When I took out my iPhone, when he really believed I was going to call the cops, he ran at me. It wasn’t too hard to slice through him.

“They really make these swords well.

“When he died, he looked at me and I saw the light go out of his eyes, just like he said. It was awesome. And I don’t mean ‘awesome’ like the Valley Girls say. I mean it was truly awe inspiring. It was the biggest reaction I’ve ever gotten. More than any scene from any movie I’ve ever made. More than any laugh or any scream or any standing ovation I’ve ever elicited. It was truly the reaction to end all reactions.

“Awesome.

“I’m not saying I liked it. But I knew right then and there that I’d have to do this again sometime.

“When he fell back off the sword, when the air was filled with a mix of blood and shit, I just sat back down and breathed for a while.

“The surviving paramedic was breathing too. Panting. His eyes shut, like he could make all this go away.

“I went to untie him. I couldn’t do it. The knots were too good. Isaac had really known his way around ropes. I took the sword and cut through them, like Alexander and the Gordian knot. I noticed some sores on his wrists—bad sores—but I thought they were rope burns.

“I don’t have to tell you where this is going.

“In a situation like this I would normally have called my lawyer, but since I’d just stabbed him through the liver, I couldn’t think of anything to do but either call the police or call my producer.

“I called my producer. He’d gotten me out of some jams before. Drunken driving, possession, etcetera. Nothing on the scale of two men killed with my samurai sword, but still, he knew his way around public relations problems.

“Before I even got out the story, Simon told me to shut up and tell him nothing. He could tell from my tone that it was bad. He said he would send somebody over—a fixer. And he hung up.

“I should tell you that there are, or were, a lot of weapons around my office in West Hollywood. That’s the basic decor. Swords and knives and maces and lances and guns, all souvenirs from various movies, all mounted on the walls in various pleasing arrangements. It lends the place a kind of a whimsical ferocity. Like KAOS headquarters or something.

“So when the paramedic went all—let’s just say it—berserk, he didn’t have to look far for a weapon. He grabbed the butcher’s knife from Psycho off the wall and just stuck it in my back.

“It skidded against my ribs, but it still hurt like a motherfucker. I turned around with the sword in my hand, more surprised than injured. I was totally confused since I’d saved this asshole’s life and now he was stabbing me, for Christ’s sake.

“Then I saw his face. Rotting, decaying.

“He had it too.

“I thought there must be some kind of 28 Days Later-type virus on the loose and it was spreading like wildfire.

“He still had the knife in his hand. He raised it, so what could I do?

“I killed him.

“I saw the light go out of his eyes.

“I felt a swelling hardness growing in my cock. And I thought, ‘You are one sick motherfucker, Barnabas Yancey.’

“Now there were three dead men in the room, two of whom I’d killed myself.

“The fixer couldn’t get there soon enough.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

“While I was waiting for the fixer, I thought I’d check my back and see how bad my wound was. I went into the bathroom and took my shirt off, expecting to see a mess.

“There wasn’t a scratch on me.

“But my shirt was torn and bloody. WTF?, as they say. I mean it could be that the blood was from somebody else (take your pick) and it could have been that the paramedic had just torn my shirt with the knife and missed me altogether. And the stabbing pain I’d felt? That could have just been my imagination.

“Or it could be that I was superhuman.

“It could be that I’d died and come back as some sort of Zombie Killing Machine.

“How cool is that?

“The buzzer rang. I let the fixer in.

“He was dressed just like I’d imagined he would be. Trench coat and fedora. Half-burnt cigarette dangling from his lips. He didn’t speak—he just walked to the scene of the carnage and nodded.

“‘Anybody else?’ he asked.

“‘No. Isn’t that enough?’

“He shrugged. I started to tell him what happened. He stopped me with a wave of his hand. ‘I really don’t care what happened. That’s not a part of my job. My job is to clean up messes.’

“‘What’s your name?’ I asked.

“He stubbed out the cigarette on the bottom of his shoe, took out a lollipop, unwrapped it, and stuck it in his mouth. ‘Mr. Karanlik.’

“‘Do I need an alibi for tonight?’

“Karanlik shrugged. ‘No one will ever find these bodies. And even if they do, they won’t be able to trace them back here. You’re clean. Now get out. I have work to do.’

“I moved toward the door.

“‘Hey, Mr. Yancey,’ he asked. ‘One thing…Did you like it?’

“I turned back to see Karanlik smiling a broad clown-like smile that seemed to swallow his whole face.

“‘A little bit,’ I said.

“‘That’s good. ’Cause I’m thinking you’re gonna keep me very busy.’”


CHAPTER TWENTY

Barnabas threw back another shot of tequila.

Matt sipped his. He wasn’t quite keeping up with Barnabas, but the bottle was growing rapidly empty.

“Karanlik didn’t lie. I tried to run from it. But everywhere I went, from Cabo San Lucas to Osaka, Japan, it kept following me. The rotting flesh and the killing. And everywhere I went, no matter what exotic corner of the world I tried to hide in, the fixer always found me and cleaned up after me.”

He set the shot glass down with a sharp clink on the table.

“End of story.”

Matt took it in.

“He’s a clown to me,” Matt said. “Or a doctor. Or a lot of things.”

Barnabas barked his laugh. “Same difference.”

“Karanlik,” Matt said.

“It’s Turkish. For ‘black.’ Or ‘darkness.’ Or ‘dark.’”

“He’s just ‘Mr. Dark’ to me.” Matt couldn’t believe he was opening himself up so much to this man who was, in so many ways, let’s face it, a creep. But he was a creep who seemed to share so many of Matt’s experiences. And he was a creep it was oddly easy to talk to.

“With his damned grin,” Matt went on. “And his lollipops. That’s how I knew he was behind this. I found a cellophane wrapper at the scene of the Telegraph Hill fire.”

“He wanted you to find it, of course,” Barnabas said.

“Of course.”

“He plays us like puppets on a string.” Barnabas poured himself another mouthful. “But now. We’ve got him. We’ve got a way to trap him.”

He poured Matt a shot and continued. “I was praying for someone to come along. Someone to help me. And, lo and behold, here you come, with your ax! So it’s meant to be. Cheers, Matthew Cahill. Let’s fix that motherfucker!”

Matt didn’t pick up the glass. “How do you propose to do that?”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but up until now I’ve just been following him. Seeing the signs. Being there when it happens. Reacting. But now I know where he’s going to be. And when. I have something he can’t resist.”

“What’s that?”

“Utter fucking chaos! Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue. On the anniversary of the New Fairfax massacre. He won’t be able to stay away. Wild horses couldn’t keep him from this place. And once he’s here, he’ll never be able to leave.”

“Why not?”

Barnabas smiled to himself. “That’s my little secret. It took me a lot of effort to find it, but I have a way.” His eyes gleamed as he looked at Matt. “Are you with me?”

Matt considered. Barnabas was clearly a sadist, clearly insane.

Who better to fight Mr. Dark?

“I’m in,” Matt said and downed his tequila.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

He left the office with more questions than answers, but Barnabas had clammed up once he’d gotten Matt’s assurance of help that night.

“I’ll tell you the rest tomorrow night. Right before showtime,” Barnabas had said.

Misgivings filled Matt’s head. He still didn’t know a thing about Barnabas’s plan. How, or even if, he was planning to keep the audience safe.

Barnabas liked mayhem. Thrived on it. Even if he was telling the truth about wanting to catch Mr. Dark, how much collateral damage would he be willing to see inflicted? How much would he positively enjoy?

The Club of the Walking Dead. Matt reflected on its very exclusive membership. Aside from himself and Barnabas, he had met only one other person who had gone through death and resurrection as he had—Abbey, the pretty young owner of an antique store in Crawford, Tennessee, who had turned out to be a hundred-year-old serial killer.

Matt had to wonder—was he the only Dead One who wasn’t insane? Was that what he had to look forward to? Madness and violence and the love of slaughter? Or perhaps, Matt pondered, he was already insane and just didn’t know it. Perhaps the people he killed with his ax were really innocent. Perhaps the decay and rotting he saw on their bodies was only in his mind.

Perhaps he was as crazy as Barnabas and Abbey.

He shook those thoughts from his head and realized he’d been so occupied by nightmarish fantasies that he had taken the wrong turn in the narrow hallway and found himself facing a closed door with an ancient sign on it that read “Projection Booth.” He tried it, but the door was locked, so he turned around and went the other way. He passed the office door and heard Barnabas singing inside. It sounded like “Another Saturday Night.”

Eva was crouched behind the concession stand, cleaning out the popcorn maker, when Matt passed through the lobby. He was sorry when he saw what Golden Flavoring did to the insides of that machine. Yuck.

“What the hell is going on?” she asked when she saw him.

“I can’t tell you,” Matt said. “Just don’t be anywhere near this place tomorrow night.”

“Don’t you worry about that,” she said. That set part of Matt’s mind at rest, at least. She stood up and brushed her platinum hair out of her eyes. “I wish I’d met you two years ago,” she said.

“Two years ago you were in high school.” Matt felt a stirring of desire. He tried to suppress it.

“I dropped out of high school long before that.”

She smelled of Golden Flavoring, which on her came across like some exotic perfume. “I better get some sleep,” Matt said.

He pushed through the double doors and walked out into the cool night air. The streets were as empty as any one-lane Main Street town he’d ever been in. Three in the morning and New York City would still be as busy as midday. Here? Nothing. He even thought he saw a coyote lurking around the corner. Must have been his imagination.

“The coyotes love it here,” Eva said, joining in step with him as she walked with him down the middle of the street. “Good eating. With the Dumpsters and the house pets. It’s paradise for them.” She lit another of her Indian cigarettes with her Zippo lighter. She didn’t offer him one.

“Where do they live?”

“Where they can.”

“Are you parked around here?” Matt asked.

“Back that way.”

“Then where are you going?”

“With you. To your motel,” she said simply.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Matt was still on East Coast time.

He woke up at three and thought it was noon. For a moment he didn’t know where he was. For a moment he didn’t know whom he was with. The naked body next to him was warm, and the so-blond-it-was-white hair on the pillow confused him. Then he remembered. It was a nice memory.

Eva’s eyes drifted open as she nuzzled him.

“Do you want to fuck again?” she asked him.

His erection under the covers was willing but felt sore from the night before. They had spent hours at it, which surprised him considering how tired he’d been. But there was something about the brush with death that had made him want to cling to life. And to Eva.

She’d been wild in bed. Nothing was off-limits. He’d done some things with her that were new to him. But they hadn’t felt perverse or degrading. She’d made them feel, well, fun. A challenge. A game.

With Gina, sex was a warm way of sharing each other’s time. With Eva it felt like an athletic competition.

They kissed. He thought about Gina and felt a flush of guilt.

“What’s the matter?” Eva asked.

“Nothing.”

“You got all serious for a second.”

Matt stroked her face. “Why did you do this?”

“I could say I wanted to thank you for saving my life. But to be honest, I’ve been dying to fuck you ever since I met you.”

“Disappointed?”

“Hardly. You’ve got a lot of stamina for an old man.”

 Yeah, he thought. Ever since I died I’ve been a great fuck.

She mounted him and rode him till they came, eyes locked together, sharing the moment.

Getting off him, she hopped off the bed and went toward the bathroom. “I’m gonna take a shower.”

“I have to make a phone call.”

She stopped and looked over her shoulder with a smile. Her ass was beautiful. “You have a wife?”

“No. Just a girl.”

“Lucky.” And she was gone.

He called Gina from the hotel phone, and he reached her this time. She was out on the veranda of her house on Market Street, sitting on the swing. He could hear the wind in the trees, cars buzzing down the street, the creak of the porch swing. He suddenly felt homesick.

“How’s it going?” she was asking.

“All right,” he said.

“Are you going to be able to stop the screening?”

“It’s all a little bit more complicated than I thought.”

“More complicated? Than a cursed movie?”

“I miss you,” he said.

“I miss you too. Who’s that in the shower?”

He hesitated. “Must be in the next room.”

“It’s OK, Matt. We didn’t say we’d be exclusive. If it makes you feel any better, I have a guy eating pancakes in the kitchen.”

“I’m jealous. You make the best pancakes.”

They laughed.

“You still have your job, whenever you get back, Matt. You know that.”

“Thanks.”

Now was the time for them to say “I love you,” but they didn’t.

Gina hung up, feeling good. Matt was alive and the traveling salesman in the kitchen had been a good bedmate last night. Not quite up to Matt in sheer fucking, but kinky in a twisted, exciting way. Good for a change.

He came out on the veranda and sat with her on the swing. He even offered her a lollipop, which Gina thought was nice.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Barnabas was singing when Matt came to the theater at nine o’clock that night. Using the broom to sweep out the lobby, Barnabas was belting out, “When we played our charade, we were like children posing,” like he didn’t have a care in the world.

“Ah! There you are! I thought you weren’t coming,” Barnabas said. “We got three hours before the show. We have a lot to do to get ready.”

Matt stepped into the lobby.

“Is Eva with you?”

“No,” Matt said. “She’s back in my room.”

“Oh,” Barnabas said with a smile. “Pretty good, isn’t she?”

Matt blushed. “She’s not coming back,” he said.

Barnabas shrugged. “They always go sooner or later. My disciples. They learn from me, and then they move on. She lasted longer than most.”

Matt was silent for a moment. Then he said, “How’s this gonna work?”

“Well, I take the tickets. You wait in the lobby. With your ax. It’ll just be like part of the show. The hoopla.”

“Just the two of us.”

“That’s right. The concession stand is closed tonight.”

“What about Flint?”

“He’s still chained in the office. You should see him.” Barnabas chuckled. “So he’s here. Oh, and the projectionist, of course. That’s it.”

“What are you keeping Flint around for?”

“Spoiler alert! I can’t give away everything,” Barnabas said with a smile. “Your job is to protect the audience. To get them out of here when the trouble starts. We don’t want them to get hurt.”

“It’s nice to see that you care about them.”

“Hey, they’re some of the most promising filmmakers of the next generation. You should see their short films, read the scripts. They’re going to set the world on fire.”

“Your other disciples?”

“Yeah. The ones that are going to stab me in the back in five years. Can’t let anything happen to them.”

“How are we going to stop it?”

“That’s up to you. At the first sign of—well, you know the signs—you get them out of here. Through those doors.” He pointed to the double doors that led to the street. “I don’t care if there’s panic, as long as they run. And when they’re out…”

Here Barnabas paused and pulled something from the shadows, behind the Coke dispenser. A long, curved staff, taller than both of them. It looked like it belonged to some ancient shepherd, the kind who saw the angels from on high.

“You bar the door with this. It will keep him in here. Forever.”

“What is it?”

“The Staff of Truth. It took me forever to track it down. I found it in an old castle near the village of Schwartzhoff in Austria. Supposedly it belonged to one of the shepherds at Bethlehem. I don’t know about that. But legend has it, it traps all evil.”

“Legend has it?” Matt was not convinced.

“Mr. Dark was trapped there once before, between World War One and Two. The time of peace. We can do it again.”

The story sounded oddly familiar to Matt, but he still couldn’t believe it.

“You got innocent people coming here tonight,” Matt said. “I’m not going to stake their lives on that thing.”

Barnabas smiled. “Then I’ll have to show you how it works.” He turned and walked up the narrow stairs to the office. Matt followed.

Flint was barely more than a skeleton now. Still, he gnashed his teeth and dove for them, the chains holding him back by his bony ankles.

“Hey, Flint!” Barnabas was mocking him. “I brought you a present.” He handed the Staff to Matt. “Here. Show it to him.”

Matt hesitated. Barnabas went back behind the desk and waited. Flint cocked his skull, questioning. Matt thrust the Staff forward.

Flint reacted like he’d received an electric shock. Sparks flew from the chain around his legs and he convulsed, his one eye blazing in his skull.

He died.

Matt lowered the Staff slowly.

Smoke drifted off Flint’s lifeless body.

Barnabas walked up to Matt and took the Staff from him. “See? That’s why I kept him around. To demonstrate. That’s what it does to the weak. But to the Master, it creates an impenetrable barrier. He’ll be trapped in here forever.”

“Or as long as this theater stands.”

“I have money. This theater will be here as long as I live. And I’m just guessing, but I think, and I’m not boasting here, that I’m immortal. Don’t you think?”

Matt remembered that Barnabas was crazy. But the Staff worked. And crazy might be exactly what was needed here.

“So what’s next?” Matt asked.

“The show!” Barnabas started singing again, “Tonight, what heights we’ll hit! On with the show, this is it!”

Matt recognized it. It was the Bugs Bunny theme. He just hoped he wasn’t playing Elmer Fudd.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

FADE IN:

Times Square, when it was fun.

People and cars passing by. Theater marquees offering porn and martial arts movies. A blonde with masses of hair and real breasts bouncing under her blouse walks down the street. A man follows her with unbelievably bright red blood dripping out of his mouth and gray and blue circles under his eyes. Prog rock booms from the sound track.

The man grabs the woman. She screams, but no one seems to notice. He pulls her into an alley.

He eats her.

Now that’s the way to start a movie.

Matt walked back into the lobby just as the opening credits started rolling. The theater was nearly full. Mostly young men with the requisite soul patches and hats and young women with the requisite tattoos and piercings. A few days ago they would have looked avant-garde to Matt. Now he realized this was the new mainstream.

He’d seen no sign of decay or putrefaction in any of them, but they had come in so fast and they had so many neck tattoos that he couldn’t be sure. Most of them looked rather pale and sickly, but Barnabas assured Matt that was because they spent hours in front of video monitors, watching old movies and playing video games.

Barnabas greeted them in the lobby with a box that he made them drop their cell phones and iPads into. No phone calls or texting in the New Fairfax. After the Rialto incident, everyone laughed and obliged. If Barnabas had asked for their underwear, they’d probably have given that up too.

These patrons were, according to Barnabas, the voice of the future. The New Cinema. All were coming to pay homage to Barnabas Yancey and to Dinner at the Brooklyn Morgue. So once they were settled and the picture started to roll, they laughed at all the horrific parts of the film they were supposed to scream at and they talked through the rest, commenting, wisecracking, and acting generally superior to a movie they professed to admire. Matt didn’t understand it at all.

He opened the lobby doors and looked out onto the street. He figured four people could walk abreast through these double doors. There must have been close to fifty people in the theater. How could he get them all out in an emergency?

Fortunately the balcony was closed, but still…

He checked behind the concession stand. The Staff was there, waiting. He thought, for the hundredth time, what an ill-conceived plan this was.

Poking his head back in the house, he caught a glimpse of Barnabas standing by the screen giving him the “all clear” sign. It was a quarter after midnight and nothing had happened yet.

Matt glanced at the screen. Italy was doing a pretty piss-poor job of doubling for New York now. What was supposed to be Greenwich Village looked an awful lot like Rome.

A jump cut and now they were in LA, but it was supposed to be Brooklyn. The film was obviously cobbled together from bits and pieces of half-made projects, all done on a shoestring in many locations around the world and then put through a Cuisinart and called a movie. There was something endearing about it, in spite of all that, or maybe because of all that. Something about the sheer effort that went into making the picture made you root for it to succeed. Matt supposed that was one of the things Barnabas loved about this kind of cinema. The people making it didn’t have the advantages of the motion-picture-making machine behind them. They were like salmon swimming upstream, fighting all the forces of nature that tried to stop them from making some movie, any movie. And somehow they got it done.

Now, on the screen, another woman with big hair (brunette this time) was walking down a somehow familiar-looking street. The music that accompanied her was a childlike theme played on electric organ and chimes, accompanied by whispering female voices, which were totally cliché and totally effective in bringing the hair up on the back of Matt’s head.

That street that looked familiar, Matt realized, was Fairfax Avenue, the street they were on, although thirty years or more in the past. The woman walked by Eddie’s Deli, just next door. The woman walked up to the New Fairfax Cinema.

The crowd went wild with cheers as the woman opened the door and walked in.

“Hey, Matt.”

Matt turned and saw Eva standing in the doorway.

“What are you doing here?” Matt asked her.

“It’s my job,” she said, moving behind the concession stand. “I sell popcorn and soda. It isn’t a movie without popcorn and soda.”

She started to move behind the concession stand. Matt blocked her way.

“You can’t be here,” he said simply.

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ve been through it this far and I intend to see it through to the end. You can’t leave a story unfinished.”

“This isn’t a goddamned story. This is reality.”

“It’s a movie, Matt. Keep telling yourself it’s only a movie.” She moved around him and started pouring kernels in the machine.

He darted back to check the screen again, and the audience.

They were getting restless, but he couldn’t tell if it was because the movie was slow or because Mr. Dark was making his presence felt. Barnabas was next to the screen, giving Matt a bored “OK” sign.

What if nothing happened? What if they went through the whole screening without an incident and everybody just went home? Matt had to quell the feeling of disappointment in his gut.

Disappointment? Was he looking forward to mayhem and chaos? Had he become that used to violence? How much of Mr. Dark was already inside him?

He shook the thought from his head and checked the screen again.

Now they were in some small town. The zombie man from the opening scene was shambling down a street at night, looking for fresh meat. There were birch trees in the background, so Matt knew they were back on the East Coast. The houses reminded him of Harrisonburg. He felt a pang of homesickness.

Then the pang turned to wonder.

The zombie was walking up to Gina’s house.

It was painted differently, but it was the same damn house. The same damn bluestone pillars. A woman sat on the same damn veranda on the same damn porch swing, her legs dangling idly, drinking sweet tea in the moonlight.

The woman got up and went inside. The shot was wide and dark and he couldn’t get a good look at her. She was dressed in the kind of flowing white negligee worn only by potential victims in horror movies, and from what he could see, she could have been Gina’s sister.

Not that she looked just like her. Her hair was bigger; her makeup was thicker. But the attitude, the swing of her hips. She was like a younger, prettier actress playing Gina.

The camera held on the porch. Then a point-of-view shot walked up to the house and the weird, weeping, childlike music swelled.

Matt turned to Eva. “Can I have your phone?”

Eva fished her iPhone out of her pocket and handed it to him. He snatched it from her, dialed. It rang repeatedly. He stepped outside into the street, remembering that it was after three in the morning in Harrisonburg and hoping Gina would forgive him.

The phone on the other end picked up and a groggy voice answered. “Hello?”

“Gina. It’s Matt.”

“Matt, are you OK?”

“I’m OK. How are you?”

“Sleeping, Matt. It’s the middle of the night. Even where you are.”

“I just…I just had to call.”

“That’s nice.”

“Are you alone?”

“Matt Cahill, are you checking up on me?”

“I don’t mind if you’re not. I was just wondering.”

“You can mind a little bit.” There was a smile in her voice. “But, as a matter of fact, I am alone. Want to try some phone sex? I’ve never done it, but it might be fun.”

Matt’s blood ran cold.

“Gina, what is that music you’re listening to?”

“What music? Is this part of the phone sex? Because if so, you’ll have to cue me in. I’m new at this.”

The chimes. The electric organ. The whispering female voices. Were they really all coming through the telephone?

He moved the receiver from his ear and listened. Only the sounds of the city at night came to him. He swallowed.

Putting the phone back to his ear, he heard the music throb and swell, like an incessant heartbeat.

“You know, I do hear something,” Gina said. “Must be the neighbors.”

Matt pushed through the double doors and rushed through the lobby to the theater.

On the screen, the camera was prowling outside the house, being the eyes of the killer. It moved to the bedroom window and peered in through the curtains. The woman was in bed, talking on a princess telephone, all innocent and unaware.

“Gina, listen to me,” Matt said into the phone. “Hang up. Call the police. Barricade yourself in the bathroom.”

“What? This is pretty weird, Matt.”

“Do it!”

All at once, the camera burst through the window on the screen, shattering the glass, and the woman in the movie turned in close-up and screamed.

On the phone, Gina’s scream was less theatrical but more genuine.

The line went dead.

Matt tore into the lobby, grabbed his ax from beside the door, and ran up the stairs.

“Where are you going?” Eva asked.

Matt didn’t answer. He was twenty-five hundred miles away from Gina. The only thing he could think of to do was to get into that projection booth.

And stop this movie.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Matt ran to the projection booth and tried the door. It was locked. He raised the ax and sent it crashing down into the lock. It splintered easily. Like a knife through butter. Or a guillotine through a neck.

As he kicked the wreckage of the door aside, Matt’s broad shoulders burst through into the room.

He blinked in the semidarkness.

“Have you come to free me?” a quavering voice asked.

Matt’s eyes adjusted to the dark. The projector was whirring like some ancient device of torture in the darkened room. Beside it sat a small, gnomelike creature, wrinkled beyond imagining, bones bursting through its withered flesh, looking up at him with an attitude of supplication.

“Can I leave now?” the thing asked him.

Matt brushed the gnome aside and raised the ax above the projector.

“It won’t stop it,” the creature said, its voice a croak.

Matt ignored him. He wasn’t about to listen to some gremlin while Gina’s life was at stake. He glanced through the tiny window in front of the projector, following the beam of light to the screen. The woman in the movie had barricaded herself in the bathroom. The door splintered and the blade of an ax forced its way through. The woman screamed.

Stanley Kubrick must have seen this picture, way back when.

Matt turned and brought his ax down on the projector. It exploded in a hail of sparks and flying metal. He chopped at it again and again until it lay, like a smoking, steam-punk nightmare, at his feet. The film unfurled from its reel like a snake, getting tangled and torn and twisted and finally coming to rest on the floor with an audible hiss.

He rested, breathing heavily, satisfied. Through the corner of his eye, Matt could see that the little man had his arm raised and was pointing out the little window. He looked.

The movie was still showing.

With no beam of light being projected from the booth, the image was still flickering on the screen. The woman was peeking through the hole in the door—a corkscrew came through the other side, puncturing her eyeball and yanking it out.

The crowd exploded with laughter.

Matt wheeled around and faced the little man with his mummified, dried-apple face.

“How do I stop it?” Matt asked.

“You can’t. It’s begun. You have to see it through to the end.”

“There must be some other way.”

“No. No, no, no. You have to see it all. Till the end credits. That’s the way it works.”

Matt wanted to throttle the little man, to chop him to pieces, to do anything he could to save Gina. But would killing this sinful dwarf do anything to achieve that? He took a deep breath and tried to control himself. He had to find out what was going on before he acted.

“Who are you?” he asked with a semblance of calm.

“Zander Taman.”

The name jarred Matt’s memory. “Zander Taman? Warren Worley’s boyfriend? The one who killed all those people in 1998?”

“No! I didn’t! They killed each other! I came up here to hide!”

Matt took a closer look at his face. It looked like one of those shrunken heads he used to see advertised in the back of comic books. He wanted to squeeze it and see if it crumbled. He controlled himself.

“Where have you been all this time?” Matt asked.

Zander took a look around the tiny room and said, “Here.”

Matt stared at him in disbelief. “You’ve been in this room for fourteen years?”

“Is that all? It feels longer than that.”

“You’ve never left?”

“Oh, I leave sometimes. When the film leaves. I go with the film.”

“What do you mean?”

The little man sighed and repeated himself, as if he were talking to an idiot. “I accompany the film to other venues. And watch it unspool. I’m the projectionist. I show it and move on.”

Matt paced the tiny room, refusing to look at the screen. He could hear the screams of the woman on the sound track. The zombie had her.

“I thought you were going to let me out,” Zander went on. “I thought you were my replacement.”

“Replacement?”

“The movie must be shown. The demon must be fed.”

“Mr. Dark?”

The imp shrugged. “He’s known by many names. He comes in many guises. You’re one of his windows into this world. So am I. But he wants more. That’s what the movie’s all about.”

Matt picked Zander up—he weighed nothing, as if he were made of dust—and slammed him against the wall.

“Tell me! Are you the reason those people went crazy? Did you drive them to it?”

The little man shrieked. “No! It’s the movie that drives them to it! I’m just the projectionist!”

“Tell me how to stop this! Tell me how to save Gina!”

Zander shook his desiccated head. “I don’t know any Gina, but whoever she is, she’s dead now. And she was just a distraction anyway. To get you up here.”

Matt let Zander go and he slid to the floor, getting tangled in the mass of unspooled film. He heard screams from the theater. They weren’t fun screams. They weren’t roller-coaster screams. They were real screams.

“It’s begun,” Zander said.

Matt hefted his ax and ran to the door. He stopped.

The doorway was gone.

He spun around. Looking for the door he had broken down, looking for the way out. He just saw four walls around him and no exit.

“You see?” the gnome said. “You are my replacement. You’re the new projectionist.”

Matt pounded the walls, looking for a way out.

“Relax and watch the movie,” Zander said. “You’re going to be watching it for a long time.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Barnabas was getting kind of bored. The movie had been going on for twenty minutes, and nada. Bupkes. Zero. No attacks. No smell of decay coming from the audience—although, with the overwhelming scent of eighty years’ worth of stale Jujubes and old hand jobs, it might have been masked.

If he could turn around and watch the screen, time would pass a little more quickly. But he didn’t want to chance missing a signal.

At the back of the house, Matt the Cowboy stuck his head in again, this time holding an iPhone to his ear. Taking personal calls on the job? He’d have to talk with that boy.

Barnabas gave him a bored thumbs-up, but he wasn’t sure if Matt saw it or not, what with the way he turned on his heels and booked it out of there. As the door swung shut, he could see Matt grab his ax and head up the stairs. Right on schedule.

He considered following Matt and talking with him, but that would mean leaving his post. And theirs not to reason why, he quoted in his mind (because he was more well-read in the classics than he let on), theirs but to do and…

A tall man with gray hair in a gray suit got up and started walking up the aisle toward the exit. Was he leaving? Was he going to the bathroom? Was he going to kill somebody?

 Inquiring minds want to know, thought Barnabas. It was his job to check it out. His duty and all that.

Barnabas sprinted up the aisle, glad to be moving. This standing like a Beefeater at Buckingham Palace was getting old.

Pushing his way through the swinging doors to the lobby, he was surprised to see Eva behind the concession stand, selling the man some popcorn.

“What are you doing here, Evangeline?” Barnabas asked, ignoring the tall man at the counter.

“Just doing my job, boss,” Eva answered.

“I think you’re worried about me; that’s what I think. I’m touched.”

“Maybe it’s not you I’m worried about. Did you ever think of that?”

Barnabas glanced upstairs. “The lumberjack? I didn’t know you could be swayed by a nice pair of pecs. I’m a little disappointed in you.”

She pumped the Golden Flavoring all over the popcorn. “Hey, the heart wants what it wants.”

The tall man, whose gray hair hung wildly about his head, stuck his hand out, waiting for the change. Barnabas could see, on his wrist, the rotting sores of infection. Without missing a beat, Barnabas swooped down and grabbed his samurai sword from behind the concession stand.

The tall man saw him move, though. He reacted with a swiftness that startled Eva. He grabbed her arm and yanked her over the glass counter, pressing her body close to his, using it as a shield.

When Barnabas came up with the sword, he was confronted with Eva’s startled expression over the tall man’s arm wrapped around her throat.

“Well played,” Barnabas said to the tall man.

The tall man just grunted. He glanced back at the theater.

“You want to get back there, don’t you?” Barnabas said to him. “That’s where the people are. That’s where the action is. OK. Fine. But you’ll have to go through me first.” He hefted the sword the way he’d seen it done in a thousand movies. It felt good. It felt real.

But instead of rushing him and obligingly impaling himself on the sword, the tall man thrust Eva forward toward the point of the blade. Barnabas pulled it aside just in time and she stumbled into him, knocking him off his feet.

Eva sprang up just as the tall man leaped over the counter and pulled the popcorn machine over, making it crash across the doorway into the theater, effectively blocking that way out. She dodged around and ran up the stairs. The tall man brushed stray popcorn kernels off his suit, looked at Barnabas lying on the floor, then turned and made his way up the stairs. After Eva.

Barnabas got to his feet and started to chase after him. But then he heard screams coming from inside the theater. Finally. It was happening!

Barnabas rushed for the door that wasn’t barricaded by the popcorn maker. He flung it open.

And revealed bedlam.

There were at least three “infected” people. One was picking up a young man and slamming him down onto a seat, breaking his back. Another had a young woman down in the aisle and was digging at her face, peeling it off bit by bit. The third had chased a man up the side of the wall. The man was hanging from the balcony. He lost his grip and tumbled down into the seats.

On the screen, the zombies were on the attack too. Ripping off faces. Breaking backs. Mirroring what was happening in the theater. Or was it the other way around?

It was all melding into one great scene of horror, and the red eyes of the harpy in the ceiling were spitting fire.

Barnabas was thrilled.

He raised his sword, and as the people ran madly up the aisle to escape, he was ready.

To stop them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

The four walls seemed to close in on Matt. The more he circled them, the more they seemed like his whole world. And the little window that looked out onto the screen drew his focus no matter how much he tried to look away.

The woman on screen who was Gina-but-not-Gina lay unconscious on the bathroom floor. The zombie bent over her and sniffed at her. He lifted her up in his arms and began to carry her away, in the time-honored way that every monster from the Mummy to the Creature from the Black Lagoon had carried away damsels to their lairs. What did they plan to do to them when they got them there? The movies never said. The hero always came to the rescue before the monster’s desires could be fulfilled.

In this case the hero was a continent away, locked in a tiny room, watching the monster rape and devour the girl. Forever.

Matt closed his eyes.

He could still see the movie, as if it was projected on the inside of his eyelids. He literally couldn’t look away.

“It’s inside you now,” Zander said. “By the time this screening is over, you will be the movie. And I will be free.”

Matt looked at Zander, fading away in the shadows of the projection booth. He could still see the movie out of the corner of his eye. It would always be there.

“Free?” Matt asked him.

“Free to die,” Zander said, his voice full of wistful desire.
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Eva ran.

She ran from the madness she heard erupting down in the theater. She ran from the footsteps of the tall man on the stairs behind her. She ran from the insanity that seemed to ooze from the walls around her.

“Girl!” the tall man called out; an order, a demand, an ultimatum.

She ran to the office door and flung it open. Flint was there, lying chained to the wall, dead, with staring eyes that seemed to cry out to her.

She backed out of the doorway and into the tall man’s arms.

He seized her, pulling her to him, squeezing the life out of her.

Eva twisted around in his grasp and kissed him.

The tall man hesitated, as if recalling something from his life before the movie, a desire more primal than the desire to kill.

That hesitation was all Eva needed. She reached her hand to his face and dug her black fingernails into his left eye. He screamed, a blast like a foghorn from deep in his soul.

She pushed him away and ran down the hall.

His footsteps faltered; then she could hear them chasing after her.

She turned the corner and saw the door to the projection booth. It had been busted down and was lying in pieces on the floor, so it would afford her no protection. But it was the only way open to her.

She sprinted into the projection booth hoping against hope that Matt would be there.

With his ax.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Matt had no idea how long he’d been watching the film. It might have been minutes. It might have been hours.

It might have been years.

His life before the movie was becoming an indistinct memory. Images of childhood and Janey and snow and killing flashed across his mind, but he couldn’t tell if they were real memories or memories from the movie he was watching.

The movie he’d always been watching.

“Matt?” Eva screamed.

She was screaming from a long way off. As if she was in another theater at a multiplex. He wished she’d stop. She was interfering with his enjoyment of the film.

She slapped him across the face.

He grabbed Eva’s wrist and twisted it. “Shut up and let me watch the movie!” he shouted.

Then it all came back to him. Eva was standing in front of him. Behind her was the open doorway, the broken-down door lying across the threshold, the tall man standing outside, his eye socket bloody, his mouth open in a silent scream.

Matt grabbed his ax and swung it toward the tall man, who darted away into the shadows of the hall.

“Get out!” Zander was shrieking to Eva. “Get out and leave us alone!”

Matt staggered for moment, his feet stumbling amid the tangle of film that wrapped around his legs like the tentacles of an octopus.

His eyes focused on Eva.

“Your lighter,” he said.

Eva looked at him, confused and frightened. “What?”

“Take your lighter. And set fire to this fucking film.”

“What film?”

He blinked and looked at the floor. There was no film coiled around his feet.

He looked around. Zander was nowhere to be seen.

And the projector was there, whirring away, all in one piece, showing the film. As if he had never attacked it with his ax.

He shook his head. Too many questions.

But only one answer.

“Take the film out of the projector,” Matt said to Eva, calmly.

“What?”

“Do it. Rip it out.”

She went to the projector and turned it off. A great cry rose from the theater.

Grabbing the film, she yanked it from the projector. Matt took the reel, unwound the film into a huge pile in the middle of the floor, and used Eva’s lighter to set it aflame.

As they ran from the projection booth, Matt could hear Zander’s screams mingle with the sizzling sound of the film as it burned.

There was more than one way to set a person free, Matt thought.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The office was clear, except for the corpse of Flint, and that didn’t seem like such a bad thing to Eva now. Matt sat her down on the sofa and told her to wait for him. He had things to do.

People were being killed down in the theater.

Matt ran barreling down the stairs. Matt didn’t see the tall man hiding around the turn.

The tall man clotheslined him as he ran past. Matt was knocked off his feet, falling back onto the stairs, stunned. The ax flew out of his hand.

Matt reacted fast, bounding back to his feet. The tall man reacted faster, punching Matt hard in the face as he rose. Matt took the blow, then reached for the ax and found it was gone. He looked up and saw that the tall man had the ax by the grip. And was swinging it down.

He rolled aside as the ax blade chopped into the step. It bit in deep. As the tall man tried to pry it loose, Matt rolled back and grabbed the handle. The tall man wrenched it away from Matt and brought it down again.

Matt caught it by the belly of the ax handle, just inches from his face. The tall man tried to push the ax blade down into Matt’s cheek. He was strong, but Matt was stronger.

Matt yanked the ax to the side, pulling the tall man off balance. The man teetered for a second, then fell down on the stairs. Matt punched him as he fell; then he grabbed the ax with his two hands and pulled it from the tall man’s grasp.

Springing to his feet, Matt raised the ax and brought it down into the tall man’s back, severing his spine. The tall man flopped for second, then went limp. Dead.

How many had Matt killed over the past two years—including Zander?

No time for thoughts like that now. He raced down the stairs.

The lobby was chaos.

The popcorn machine was tilted and blocking one of the entrances to the theater. Arms were reaching from the theater, trying to claw their way out.

Barnabas was at the other door, trying to hold it closed, bloody sword in his hand. The pounding and scratching from the other side of the door were deafening.

At Barnabas’s feet were scattered limbs and fingers, chopped off in the fight. Looking up at Matt, Barnabas’s expression was one of mild annoyance.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again,” he said.

Matt didn’t reply. He was looking toward the popcorn machine, at the people desperately trying to get past. To escape.

“What are you doing?” he asked Barnabas.

“Get the Staff!” Barnabas ordered.

Matt realized that Barnabas was keeping everybody trapped in the theater. The sick and the well. The damned and the tormented.

“Open the door!” he screamed at Barnabas. “Let them out!”

“Just a second,” Barnabas answered, the calmness in his voice in sharp contrast to the tension of his body as he held the door fast, despite the thudding and hammering and crying from within.

“Those are innocent people!”

“Innocent? Have you read their screenplays? Seen their short films? They’re guilty of being hacks!” Barnabas laughed and checked his watch. “I guess I’ve left them in long enough.”

Barnabas stepped back and threw the door open.

A crowd of people burst out, running, getting jammed in the door and struggling, like something out of the Three Stooges. Barnabas laughed manically as he watched. Nothing like slapstick.

The mob made a mad dash for the door. One of them, his hand a skeletal claw, reached for the pink hair of a screaming woman and yanked it back, twisting the neck of his victim at an impossible angle.

Matt brought his ax down and chopped the hand off. The man whirled around in anger as the woman fell to the ground, lifeless. With his remaining hand the man reached for Matt’s face, scratching the flesh, searching for Matt’s eyes. Matt batted the hand away and found himself pinned against the concession stand. The man was climbing on top of him, biting the wrist that held the ax, pushing his whole weight on Matt’s chest. The stump of the man’s right hand, still gushing blood, was pressing into Matt’s face, while his teeth were digging into Matt’s wrist bone—Matt dropped the ax. The man reared back with glee.

Matt stopped resisting and used the weight of the man on top of him to carry them both over the concession stand.

The man flipped and crashed into the soda machine. Matt flipped over too and found himself on the sticky floor behind the cash register. His hand grabbed something—a weapon—and he picked it up. The Staff of Truth.

He brought it down on the man’s head. He didn’t spark or catch on fire. But the Staff did split his skull.

Dead.

Another one.

The Staff broke in two at the impact. Matt could see that it was made of plywood.

He looked around to see that the lobby was nearly empty. A few moaning victims lay on in the floor.

And one rotting woman trying to strangle Barnabas.

He leaped over the concession stand, picked up his ax off the floor, and hacked at the woman’s head. Her brains spilled out onto the carpet.

Another.

Barnabas was laughing like a hyena.

“That was a close one!” he said.

Matt went to the double doors that stood open to the street. He looked out and saw a mob of limping people, survivors of the massacre, heading away. Out of fifty people, maybe seven were dead.

Sirens approached from a distance. Someone must have kept a secret cell phone and called the police from the theater.

Matt closed the doors and barred them with the two pieces of the Staff of Truth. Would it keep the cops out? Matt doubted it.

He doubted it would do anything.

He doubted the shepherds of Bethlehem used plywood to make their staffs.

“What is this?” Matt demanded of Barnabas, gesturing to the Staff.

Barnabas sputtered with laughter. “It’s a prop! From an old Twilight Zone episode. Don’t you remember? ‘The Howling Man.’ John Carradine? H.M. Wynant?”

Matt remembered. That was why the story had seemed familiar. He’d seen that episode when he was a kid, like all the others, staying up late at night, peering at the TV set from behind the sofa, too scared to watch it full on.

“So you made it up?”

“Well, Charles Beaumont made it up. I just retold it. We call it an homage.”

“But up in your office. With Flint…”

“The chain was hooked up to a battery. I like to do a little electric play now and then. I just turned it up all the way and zapped him!”

“Why? Why did you do all this? Just to kill people?”

“No, no, no! You don’t understand at all!” Barnabas jumped to his feet, excited. “It’s the people that lived that matter. That’s why I kept them trapped in the theater just long enough to experience the horror! They have this night in their souls now. So when they make movies, they’ll have something to make them about! And every little film they make will have a part of Mr. Dark in them. And everyone that sees those movies, they’ll see that, they’ll be exposed to the darkness! It’ll spread like a summer blockbuster!”

“I burned the film up,” Matt said. “It will never harm anyone again.”

Barnabas shrugged. “The damage has already been done, Cowboy.”

Bang! The street doors vibrated with a sudden impact. “Open up! LAPD!”

“Oops. I just remembered. I haven’t killed Eva yet. What was I thinking?” Barnabas gripped his sword and ran for the stairs.

Matt followed him. As he ran up the stairs, he heard the front doors crashing in. The cavalry had arrived.

When Barnabas made it to the top of the stairs, he turned and faced Matt, brandishing his samurai sword like Yojimbo.

Matt stopped. “Why do you want to kill Eva?”

“Did you see her short film? She’s very good. I don’t want the competition,” Barnabas said with his barking laugh.

Matt raised his ax.

“You can’t kill me!” Barnabas said. “I can’t kill you. We’re immortal. It’s just like Highlander.”

Barnabas swung his sword.

Matt swung his ax.

When the sword hit the ax, it broke in two, but the ax kept going and struck Barnabas square in the chest. It plunged in, splitting his ribs and puncturing his lungs.

Barnabas looked at the wound in dull surprise. “Fuck,” he said. “I guess I was wrong.”

Matt shoved the ax the rest of the way in, and the light went out of Barnabas’s eyes.


EPILOGUE

Harrisonburg County Hospital

Gina lay, looking like she was asleep.

Which, Matt realized, she was. How long the coma would last, the doctors couldn’t say. A month? A year? A lifetime?

Her sister had found her. She had been attacked by an unknown assailant. He’d broken in through the bedroom window and broken down the bathroom door, carved out her right eye, and then left her.

Why? Nobody could say.

Matt took her hand and wept. It had been a long time since Matt had cried, and when he did, it burst out of him in long, horrendous sobs that unnerved the nurses in attendance, though they were used to all manner of tears.

After an hour, he decided to leave.

What was there to stay for?

He had come to Harrisonburg the day before, after dropping Eva off with her mother in Bakersfield, California. They had made it out of the theater by the back way, just avoiding the LAPD’s careful sweep of the structure. That was just as well. Matt didn’t feel he could explain why he’d killed three people. Or was it four?

He walked down the hospital corridor in Harrisonburg, and he was struck by how much it felt like a hospital corridor anywhere. He could have just been leaving Janey after chemo, asleep in her bed, not Gina.

As he walked down the hallway, he kept his eyes on all the doctors, waiting for one of them to pull a lollipop out of his pocket and reveal himself as Mr. Dark.

Mr. Dark, who had lured Matt to LA in order to make him the new projectionist for his dark masterpiece. Mr. Dark, who had turned Barnabas into another of his living tools. Mr. Dark, who had even twisted that stewardess on his flight into an insane harridan, just to prevent Matt from suspecting that he was walking into a trap.

But Matt had beaten him, hadn’t he? Destroyed the film, the projectionist, even Barnabas himself. He had saved most of the crowd at the theater too.

Or did he just save them only to have to hunt them down again someday, after they’d made their own films to spread Mr. Dark’s evil?

Maybe they’d be stuck in development hell. And deservedly so.

Matt sighed. Mr. Dark wasn’t there. He thought of Gina, trapped in that hospital bed, probably for the rest of her life. No, Matt hadn’t beaten Mr. Dark. This game had turned out, at best, as a draw.

In the parking lot, Matt kick-started his motorcycle and took Route 11 North. To nowhere in particular.

Twenty-five hundred miles to the west, Eva finally opened her eyes after sleeping for three days. She got out of her mother’s guest bed and ate four bowls of Cap’n Crunch cereal. Feeling fortified, she decided it was time to do something with her life.

She opened her mother’s old Mac Pro laptop and began to write a screenplay.

FADE IN:

Times Square. A WOMAN walks down the street. A MAN follows her with blood dripping out of his mouth. The man grabs the woman. He pulls her into an alley. He eats her.

Now that’s the way to start a movie, she thought.
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