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The episode of Late Night with Ace Chilton that aired on live national television on November 4, 1994, was the most infamous broadcast in television history for three reasons:


	The episode had the highest Nielsen rating of any late-night talk show with a live studio audience and at its peak reached 7.3 million at-home viewers.

	Forty-seven people died in the studio during the broadcast.

	It was the last public appearance of acclaimed horror author Whistler Dodd.








1994
Late Night with Ace Chilton
17 minutes into the live television broadcast
Principal Photography – Camera 2

The camera swayed from its wide-angle shot when Evan Gilden, the crew’s newest gaffer, bumped into Jack Masterson, causing him to lose control of the rigging. 

‘Watch where the fuck you’re going, kid,’ Jack grumbled beneath his breath as he repositioned the camera. But Evan was long gone. Jack rolled his eyes. Kids these days didn’t have what it took to be in the television industry. Thankfully Camera 1 was running live at that moment. The last thing he needed was to lose his job because some idiot kid had to make a beeline for the bathroom.

Jack got a signal that they were switching over to him. He heard a muffled clamour of confusion around him but maintained his focus. He zoomed in on Ace Chilton, host of the network’s most popular late-night television talk show. Normally Ace was upbeat and charismatic when the camera homed in on him. He’d taken his TV persona from the great Johnny Carson, balancing his quick wit and classic charm against his hard-hitting journalistic background. But when Jack closed in on his expression, he didn’t see anything reminiscent of the man he’d spent the last five years getting to know through a lens.

Ace’s face blanched despite the warmth of the blinding studio lights. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of his face, smearing the foundation the makeup artist applied earlier to hide the sun spots that had begun to peek out around his hairline. He stared off-camera, mouth gaping open. He looked like he’d just seen a ghost.

Someone else bumped into Jack and it took all of his energy not to whip around and give them a tongue lashing. But Jack was a professional. He refocused the camera on the scene, opening wide to display the entire set. 

Ace sat stiff in his wingback interviewer’s chair while his guest sat beside him, a fern placed between them to add colour and balance to the setup. Ace normally interviewed from behind his desk, but for special occasions the network liked to see him side by side with his guest. They only did this when they expected record-breaking views. Ace hated it. He wouldn’t say why, but Jack knew it was because he was self-conscious of his legs and always forgot to wear matching socks. The photography department was instructed to film as much footage above the waist as possible and keep full-body shots for fadeaways and commercial cuts.

But something had changed in the last few minutes of filming. And it was clear to Jack, who’d come to know Ace’s micro-­expressions better than he did his own wife’s, that the host wasn’t thinking about his legs or his socks. Nor was anyone else in the live studio audience. Or anyone watching from home, for that matter. In fact, the only person who wasn’t white as a bone was special guest Whistler Dodd.

‘What the …’

The studio director’s voice crackled through his headphones, interrupting his thoughts.

‘Are you getting this, Jack?’

A chill ran down his spine as Jack peered through the lens. His stomach dropped, an empty pit of cold terror filling the void where his dinner should have been.

What the hell was he looking at?

‘Push in on Dodd’s face,’ the director said. ‘Camera 1 pan out to the crowd.’

Chelsea Willard, who should have been on Camera 1, responded with static.

‘Camera 1? Chels? Are you listening? Pan out to the crowd.’

Jack adjusted his focus, homing in on the special guest. Whistler Dodd’s gaze followed Ace’s offscreen, but unlike Ace his expression was unearthly still. Jack closed in on his features to get a better glimpse at his reaction. Whatever they were looking at he couldn’t see. All Jack saw was Dodd’s stern, statue-still face. Dodd didn’t blink for a full fifteen seconds. Eyes like two slate slabs. Skin hard as granite. Not even a quiver of movement for a breath. It was as though he was frozen in time. 

It gave Jack the creeps.

‘Holy fuck,’ the director’s voice crackled over Jack’s headphones. ‘Holy fucking Christ!’

 But Jack couldn’t see what the director saw. Not from his angle. He swivelled his position and moved the camera to contain the left half of the stage where Ace Chilton, now out of his chair, approached a figure semi-cloaked in shadow standing before the front row of the studio audience.

Jack’s camera was live when everything went to hell.

He didn’t know what he was witnessing. The figure from the first row shook something at Ace. Ace recoiled, waving his arms and yelling. The pungent scent of gasoline filled the room. A frenzy of frantic chatter pierced Jack’s ears, but he couldn’t understand any of the words. His capacity for rational thought fizzled like the final tendrils of smoke from a snuffed-out candle. He was so astonished by what he saw through the lens of the camera that it overpowered all of his other senses. The commotion was a faraway din bellowing within his skull. Something convulsed in that shadow between the front row and the stage. He tried to zoom in, but he couldn’t make it out. It was like the space between the cloaked figure and the host didn’t exist. Like the air cracked, ripping open an invisible seam, to reveal a vacuous void on the other side. 

Jack felt the nerves at the tips of his fingers and toes numb first. Then his arms and legs. Within seconds he couldn’t move, not even to adjust the focus on the camera. He didn’t flinch, even as the match hit the stage floor and engulfed prime time television’s favourite talk show host. Ace Chilton’s scream pierced Jack’s eardrums, ripping him out of his temporary paralysis. The camera lingered on Ace’s flaming body for seven full seconds before Jack knocked it away. Then the lens landed on Whistler Dodd, the corner of his lips twisting upwards in a grin. 

Jack ripped off his headphones as Ace’s anguished screams turned into a chorus from the audience. He burst out of the studio with the cacophony of their howls embedded in his memory and didn’t stop running until police stopped him six blocks away.




   There are an infinite number of worlds connected to our own. But only one of these worlds is so close, so intricately woven into the fabric of space occupied by Our World, that we can sometimes slip into it. A sister world that is both a dark reflection of our fears and a brilliant illumination of our dreams. We call this world the Parallax.

   Excerpt from The Parallax (1982) by Whistler Dodd

   




Chapter 1

Push through the pain. It’s temporary. It’s meaningless. You control the pain. You only feel it because you’re focusing on it. Ignore it. Push through it or embrace it. Just don’t fucking give in to it.

But his feet grew heavy with every focused footfall and his chest began to burn despite the cool morning air. He didn’t need to look at his watch to know he was close to his breaking point. He could feel it in every fibrous sinew of his body.

The general consensus among travel blogs and fitness websites promoting ‘Best NYC Running Trails’ was that the seven-mile loop in Central Park was the most beautiful in the autumn. Unfortunately, it was also the first park every running tourist thought of when they were in the city. Which meant that even at six o’clock in the morning it felt busy.

Kirk Quade preferred Fort Tryon Park. He enjoyed the view of the tree line across the river, the combination of woods and fields along the trails, and the abundance of steps. Well, to be fair, he actually hated the steps. But he ran them anyway. In his mind, running the steps made up for the fact that he’d spend the rest of the day sitting in front of his computer writing. Or, in his case on most days, not writing.

It was a crisp October morning. He’d gotten a later start than usual because he decided to run across the George Washington Bridge and there were already plenty of people walking their dogs on the paths. The air was fresh, the heavy smog of automobile exhaust yet to roll in from the streets, and the sky was that murky shade of morning haze that lingered between blue and grey. Kirk had long since passed that phase of muscle tenseness and emotional exhaustion that always accompanied the start of his jogs and was in the aptly named ‘runner’s high’. It was the only euphoria he experienced on any given day in what had become his disappointingly monotonous life. He used to get it from other things. Sex, concerts, writing. But nothing hit that sweet spot in his brain like cruising past the four-mile marker. Not anymore, at least.

And even that feeling was fleeting.

The only thing blocking him now was his nagging subconscious. That anaemic corner of his psyche that crept out to remind him he wasn’t good enough. That he wasn’t strong enough, fast enough, fit enough, smart enough. Even now it plagued his every step despite the fact that he knew he was capable of running much further. Imposter syndrome wasn’t limited to writing. It followed his every pursuit. And were it not for his stubborn pride, he would have succumbed to it years ago.

Fuck off, Inner Kirk. I’m finishing this run.

The grungy, distorted turntable scratches of the Beastie Boys’ ‘Sabotage’ bellowed through his AirPods, vibrating through his chest until his heartbeat matched the bass. He sprinted up the steps to the Broadway Promenade, slowing once he reached the top. He tried to focus on his breathing, ragged but steady. When he got too lost in his head, when his thoughts started wandering to his current manuscript – word count a whopping zero – and his failed attempts to break through the world of traditional publishing, he started counting the space between his breaths. One, two, three, four, five, six, BREATHE. One, two, three, four, five, six, BREATHE. But as he did that, he remembered that his quads were cramping and his left knee was sore. He’d already overdone it by not taking a day off in between these long treks. I’ll take a break when I reach the drinking fountain, he told himself. Just a little farther. And then, after a few more steps: Forget the drinking fountain. I’ll stop when I get to Broadway.

Another four hundred metres won’t kill me.

His Apple Watch buzzed. I shouldn’t be at the next mile marker yet, he thought, raising his wrist to brighten the screen.

It was a call from his literary agent.

He slammed headlong into a man standing in the middle of the path.

Kirk stumbled to the side, losing his balance enough that he nearly scraped his knee on the pavement. His right hand took the brunt of his weight, scuffing the thick portion of his palm against the ground. He winced, wiping off the bits of gravel that stuck in his skin, and climbed to his feet. 

The man he’d run into looked similarly dazed. Kirk didn’t recognise him as one of the normal morning patrons of the park. His hair was dishevelled and he wore a large overcoat that was two sizes too big for him. Kirk’s first thought was that the man was either drunk or homeless. Maybe both.

‘You all right there? Sorry I didn’t see you,’ Kirk said, glancing back down at his watch to see if his agent was still ringing. Missed call. Dammit. Kirk removed the AirPods from his ears and pocketed them. Then he took a step closer to the other man. ‘You OK, buddy?’

The man mumbled something beneath his breath as he frantically dug into the pocket of his overcoat, checking that its contents were still there.

‘I can’t hear you. Are you OK? Do you need me to call for help?’

‘Not our world,’ the man mumbled. His hand reached further into his pocket, something heavy enough that it sagged the side of his coat, forcing a hunch of his back. He nodded, more in confirmation to himself than to anything Kirk was saying. Then he continued his incoherent rambling. ‘Not our world.’

‘What?’

‘This isn’t our world. Their world. Not ours. They’re coming. Can’t stop them. Can’t stop it.’

Kirk glanced around, searching for anyone else who might have seen their accident. There was no one on the trail. Common sense told him that he should probably find help for this man. Kirk didn’t think he’d injured him, but he clearly wasn’t in his right mind. 

Then he had the thought every American feared the most. Oh God, I hope he doesn’t try to sue me.

‘Hey, friend, maybe you should sit down for a minute and make sure you’re feeling all right. Broadway is a busy street. Wouldn’t want to accidentally wander into traffic. Let me help you over to a bench.’ Kirk placed a hand on the man’s shoulder.

The man jerked around, grabbing at the front of Kirk’s sweaty running shirt with gnarled fingernails. It was then that Kirk got a good look at the man’s eyes. Correction, his eye. He was missing the right one. The skin was folded over in mangled curls of scarred flesh that reminded Kirk of an ice cream twist – soft serve swirled in a dish. 

Kirk tried to pull away, but the man’s grip was stronger than he expected for someone who looked as though they might tumble over from a dizzy spell.

‘They’re not who they say they are,’ the man said. His lips curled in a crazed grin. ‘Can’t trust them. Can’t trust yourself.’

‘Sure,’ Kirk said, trying to unclasp the man’s fingers from the fabric of his shirt. He had no idea what the man was talking about. Clearly, he was more than a little dazed from their collision. But Kirk tried not to be too insensitive. The man was probably someone’s kindhearted grandpa who had simply forgotten to take his meds that morning.

Except there wasn’t anything kind about the way he stared at Kirk. Like he might pull a Hannibal Lecter and bite off half his face if he let him get too close.

‘This isn’t our world! They’re coming!’ the man hissed.

‘Yeah, you said that. They’re coming. Right. Of course, they are.’

Correction, the man was off his rocker.

Kirk managed to loosen the man’s fingers from his shirt and took a large step backward, putting enough space between them that Kirk could dodge out of the way if the man suddenly became violent. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d had to fight off a crazy person on one of those trails. Although usually it was a kid trying to rob him or an angry woman with a dog she refused to pick up after.

His watch buzzed again.

His agent was calling back.

He had to take this.

‘You’re going to be fine, right?’ Kirk asked the man as he removed his phone from his pocket.

The man didn’t answer. He just continued walking towards Broadway. Kirk followed at a slower pace.

‘Don’t trust them. They’re not who you think. Don’t trust them.’

Kirk shook his head and slid his thumb across the phone screen.

‘Winnie! Hey! Sorry I missed your call earlier, I—’

‘I’ve got a deal for you,’ his agent, Winifred Beeks, cut him off. 

‘What?’ Kirk’s heart leapt in his chest. ‘You sold the sequel? You sold Prismsphere?’

‘Forget your previous books. This is something new. This is unprecedented.’ 

Kirk withheld the urge to groan. If this was another celebrity cookbook, he was going to hang up his pen and reconsider getting his teacher’s licence.

‘What kind of deal is it?’ he asked. ‘Another ghostwriting project?’

‘I can’t get into the details. There’s a lot of red tape on this one. I’m not even supposed to know as much as I do. Hell, they made me sign an NDA just to talk to his agent.’

‘Who made you sign an NDA? Whose agent? Winnie, you’ve lost me. What are you talking about?’

‘Trace Publishing. Whistler Dodd’s agent. He’s dead, Kirk.’

‘What? Whistler Dodd’s agent is dead? What does that have to do with me?’

‘Not his agent. Him. Dodd. And they want you to finish his last novel.’

The world around him stopped. He felt weightless. Everything he’d spent his life working towards, everything he’d ever dreamed of, flashed before his eyes. It was too good to be true.

Kirk glanced around to ensure no one was within listening range, his voice lowered to a cautious whisper. ‘Whistler Dodd is dead?’

‘You can’t tell anyone. It’s not public knowledge yet.’

Kirk’s mind was racing. He had a thousand questions whirling in his head. Whistler Dodd? The master of horror? Dead? How? When? And why did his publisher want him to finish his novel? He was a nobody. How did they even know he existed? And how could the novel not be finished? He’d already preordered his own copy. It was coming out in a few months. It didn’t make sense.

‘If this is a joke …’

‘Not a joke. I’m emailing you over the name of Trace’s contact person. The meeting is tomorrow – 11 a.m. sharp. That’s it. You don’t show, you don’t get the job. You understand?’

‘I understand.’ His heart pounded in his chest. ‘Are you going to be there?’

‘Unfortunately, I’m stuck watching my sister’s kids for the week in Santa Barbara. And I’m not joking when I say I’d dump them off with the neighbour if I could. They’re driving me up the wall. I already checked the airlines to see if I could get a red eye, but there’s nothing available. Even standby is full. But you can call me during the meeting if you have any questions or concerns.’ Winnie paused. ‘But try not to have any concerns. This is a big deal. Do you get what I’m saying? This is it. This is what you’ve been waiting for.’

‘I get it.’

‘I’m serious, Kirk. This is quite literally a once-in-a-lifetime shot for both of us. Don’t fuck it up.’

‘I won’t fuck it up. I swear. I’ll be there. Hell, I’ll be there early!’

‘Good,’ Winnie said. ‘I have to consult the agency lawyer about some of the terms and conditions in this contract, but, and you know I don’t say this to be cute – congratufuckinglations. You’re about to become the hottest thing in horror since Dracula.’

Adrenaline rushed through his veins. He’d already forgotten how his legs hurt and his lungs struggled to breathe. He felt as though someone had just shot him up with a dose of pure euphoria. It was better than runner’s high. Better than sex. Better than anything. Tomorrow he could be offered a contract that would put him on top of the world. Better than that – on top of the publishing charts. He was about to become a household name. The author who took over the legacy of Whistler Dodd. He couldn’t believe how—

A blaring horn interrupted his thoughts. Followed by a woman screaming.

Kirk looked up to see a swerving bus slam directly into the man with the overcoat. His body crumpled beneath the front bumper. The bus slid right over him. It didn’t even attempt to brake. The crunching of bones filled the air amid the horrified gasps of pedestrians.

The man in the overcoat spasmed, his body contorted beneath the wheel of the bus. His bloody fingers stretched towards the object that had flown out of his pocket. A ratty old trade paperback. Kirk wasn’t certain from his angle, but he thought it looked like one of Whistler Dodd’s early novels. Echoverse.

The fingers twitched, brushing along the spine of the book, and then stopped. A crowd of onlookers formed along the sidewalk.

Kirk was so stunned he didn’t know how to react. But it wasn’t the accident or the broken remains of the man’s body that shocked Kirk. It wasn’t even the tattered paperback, bloodied by the dead man’s fingerprints. It was the mobile billboard literally staring at him from the side of the braking bus. A mangled leather book covered in a thousand eyes. An advertisement for Whistler Dodd’s new novel, Eaters of the Parallax.






Chapter 2

Kirk didn’t sleep more than two hours that night. He spent the entire evening turning in his sheets, mapping out exactly what he was going to say when he met with Dodd’s representatives. Granted, he was mentally spit-balling. He didn’t know what they were going to say or ask. He didn’t even know how they’d found him. He’d never had a contract with Trace Publishing before. He didn’t have any contacts there. And while he had worked on some reputable books over the last few years, none of them had been horror. And none of them had his name on the cover. The curiosity plagued his already restless mind.

How do they know who I am?

It was a question he was still asking himself as he stood in the crowded subway the next morning, hoping to hell that no one spilled a latte on his only decent button-up shirt. Fortunately, he made it to the building with little more than the normal crowded subway car crease on his attire.

Kirk entered Trace Publishing like a pickpocket approaching the pearly gates, quietly fearful that they might turn him away for being riffraff. Instead he was mostly ignored by the hustle and bustle of brunch-goers and Wall Street-esque suits heading to meetings with businesses on other floors. Kirk didn’t notice any of them though. He was too busy gazing up at the Trace logo like it was a sign from his mother’s God. Forget Hachette or HarperCollins or even Penguin Random House, Trace Publishing had them beat. Why? For one reason and one reason only. Trace had Whistler Dodd. He brought in millions of dollars in revenue every year and the building showed for it. Every surface was modernist chic. Granted, they didn’t own the entire building – who did these days? – but they had a considerable number of floors. Right in the heart of New York’s business district.

It was a far cry from the rinky-dink publisher out of Philadelphia that had picked up his first novel twelve years ago. That place had been run on little more than a prayer, which was what Kirk told himself every time he was reminded that he’d only ever sold forty-seven copies of his first book, eight of which were to his mother and her book club. His mother was the only one who’d ever asked him to sign a copy though. His foray into literature wasn’t exactly a hit with the women of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. Not that they’d been his demographic, but it was never easy to hear that someone didn’t like his book. Kirk imagined it was akin to telling a first-time parent that their newborn was ugly. 

No, it wasn’t easy hearing that his book was garbage. Particularly when he couldn’t sell another. At least, none of his own. Kirk made a decent living picking up ghostwriting projects. Mostly B-tier celebrity cookbooks or the occasional book in a middle grade series. Definitely nothing that he wanted to write. None of the projects were anywhere near where his passions lay. But sometimes he had to take what he was given. There were more than a few days in his career, however, when he thought about turning in his proverbial pen and finding ‘a real job’. And even more days than that when he thought Winnie might drop him from her client list because he wasn’t producing enough of his own work. He supposed the fact that he was steadily doing something rather than nothing was the reason she stuck with him. Then again, she was one of the few people on the planet who’d read his first novel, Prismscape, and actually thought it had merit. Not that it was necessarily marketable, but it had something about it that she’d deemed intriguing.

Merit. Promise. Intriguing. Interesting. Those weren’t the words an author wanted to hear when it came to their work. Those words were born of polite rejections. They were soul killers.

But Kirk wasn’t about to mess up his chances this time. True to his word, he arrived forty-five minutes early. This gave him time to freshen up in the bathroom – a few spritzes of aerosol deodorant because he smelled like the L train – and read the nondisclosure agreement that was waiting for him at reception.

He almost thought it was a joke when the receptionist slid the NDA across the desk, but then he remembered Winnie saying she had to sign one as well. Don’t fuck this up, Kirk, he reminded himself. The receptionist waited while he tried to process the legalese. But he could have skimmed it and walked away with just as much knowledge as he’d gleaned from attempting to process every single word. It didn’t really matter what it said anyway. He was going to sign it no matter what.

And he did.

At precisely ten seconds to eleven – he’d been anxiously watching the countdown on the digital clock above the reception – a young woman with dark brown hair, cut in a sharp bob that bounced just above her shoulder, met him in the lobby.

‘Mr Quade?’ She looked at him, seemingly surprised, a slight hesitance in her tone. Like she didn’t quite believe he was the one she was looking for.

Kirk practically jumped to his feet. ‘That’s me.’

She held out her hand. ‘Oswin Grey. I’m Dodd’s editor.’

Then it was Kirk’s turn to be surprised. For starters, she didn’t look old enough to be the editor of Dodd’s books. His best guess was that she was twenty-five at the most. At that age, how could she possibly have the experience or the reputation to work with someone like Dodd? Secondly, she didn’t look like a lover of horror fiction. Perhaps that was his own personal bias and stereotype, but he’d always assumed Dodd’s editor would be more of a rock-star type. He expected to see someone who looked like an old Metallica fan with long grey hair, a grizzled face and tattoos up and down their arms. Not a petite woman of barely five-foot-four wearing a polka-dot blouse and pale pink lipstick. Strike that, lip gloss. 

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you,’ Kirk said, shaking her hand after an embarrassing pause. ‘Can you—’

Oswin held up a hand to shush him. ‘Not here. Cleveland Shaw is waiting for us upstairs.’

‘Cleveland Shaw?’

‘The CEO of Trace Publishing. He’ll answer all of your questions.’

Then Oswin turned abruptly on her heels and made for the elevators, leaving Kirk to follow along afterwards.

The elevator ride was awkwardly silent. Kirk glanced over at Oswin, hoping to catch her gaze and strike up some sort of conversation with the intent of getting to know her. If she was Dodd’s editor then didn’t that mean she’d be his as well? He wanted to make a good impression. But Oswin kept her focus firmly planted on the doors in front of her. After five floors he was fairly certain she was doing that specifically to avoid talking to him. He tried not to take it personally. Maybe she was shy. Or maybe she didn’t want to get attached. He hadn’t signed a contract, after all. Nothing was set in stone. This could still go south.

When the doors finally opened, Kirk was met with a scent that was vaguely library in nature. Books. Oswin led him past a wall of paperbacks, shaped to form the word TRACE. They passed through the marketing department on the way to editorial. Almost every open space was filled with posters advertising Whistler Dodd’s new book, Eaters of the Parallax. Whistler Dodd was unique in that he was one of the few horror authors in the industry who still received monstrous, pulpy 1970s-era covers for all of his books. But the cover art, graphically hand-drawn and darkly twisted, was always a thing of nightmares. And Eaters of the Parallax appeared to be no different. Just like the image on the bus, the eyes on the cover seemed to follow Kirk as he moved. He even had to do a double-take when they passed a banner because he thought the pupils of the eyes moved from left to right. Probably nothing more than an optical illusion. But it left a cold sensation at the back of his neck.

When they finally reached Cleveland Shaw’s office, Kirk was struck by another bout of surprise. Only this one wasn’t as horrifying as witnessing a man get hit head-on by a bus. This was a shock of wonder and amazement. The entire back wall of the office was one large piece of glass looking out over the city. With the clear autumn sky, he could see well beyond the shimmering downtown skyscrapers to the bright blue water of the bay.

‘Impressive, isn’t it?’ Cleveland Shaw stood up from behind a large mahogany desk that was strangely ornate and Victorian compared to the rest of the building’s décor. He was a big man. Tall, but also broad shouldered. And he had a slight hunch to his back as though he were accustomed to bending down to greet others. He towered beside Oswin, who seemed to push herself further against the wall beside the door, eyes purposefully avoiding the view beyond the glass. As he moved, Kirk caught a faint whiff of peppermint and cigar smoke. ‘We had to buy out three extra floors from Amazon just to get it.’

‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ Kirk said, agog.

‘Cleveland Shaw.’ Cleveland clasped his hand in a firm shake. Kirk was surprised to find that the man’s hands were rough. That struck Kirk as a stark contrast to the man’s tailored suit and what Kirk assumed to be a genuine Rolex, as opposed to those knock-offs the street vendors hocked on Canal Street.

‘Kirk Quade,’ he said, willing his palms to stop sweating.

‘So I’ve heard.’ Cleveland nodded to Oswin. ‘You’ve met Oswin already.’

‘Very briefly.’

‘Please, have a seat. Do you want anything to drink? Tea? Coffee? Whisky?’

Kirk gave a nervous laugh as he sat in the leather chair across the desk. ‘I better not.’

‘Afraid you’ll embarrass yourself?’

‘Among other things.’

‘Well, then let’s not waste any time. Let’s cut to the chase, as they say.’ Cleveland cast another glance to Oswin, this time with added insistence in his eyes.

Kirk followed his gaze and saw that Oswin was hesitating to take a seat in the chair beside him. Kirk gently scooted his chair a few inches to the side to give her more space. Not that she needed it. The office was larger than the bedroom in his apartment. They could probably fit two more chairs on that side of the desk without trouble.

Oswin took a deep breath, held it in her chest to a count of five, and then sat down in the chair beside Kirk. She then twisted the chair on an angle so she was facing him instead of the large window behind Cleveland.

Kirk assumed she was afraid of heights.

‘As I’m sure your agent has already told you, Whistler Dodd has passed away.’

Kirk sat forward in his chair. ‘Yeah, I wanted to ask how—’

‘I’m not at liberty to discuss the details. All of that is in the hands of his estate. You’ll know when the rest of the world knows. Suffice to say, as much as it pains all of us here at Trace Publishing to lose an immensely important figure in the book industry, the world goes on.’ Cleveland clasped his hands together on the desk. ‘We are, as you’ve probably managed to guess, in a bit of a pickle. Dodd’s newest novel, Eaters of the Parallax, is set to go to the printers in a little more than a month and it’s not finished.’

‘Not finished as in it still needs structural edits or not finished–finished?’

‘As in Dodd never delivered the final chapters of the manuscript.’

Oswin stiffened in the chair beside him. ‘We’re on a crash schedule. At best we have five, maybe six weeks to finish the manuscript, push it through one large developmental edit, complete the copyedits, typeset, proofread, and get it to the printers so we can at least cover the preorders and have reasonable stock in stores on publication day. And that’s if we don’t cut up the editing stage. I think we’re forgoing author quotes?’

Cleveland waved an almost dismissive hand. ‘Whistler Dodd doesn’t need quotes. Besides, we can always pull something from the last novel. Something pithy and striking but not overly plot-specific from one of the other heavyweights. Readers won’t notice.’

‘Regardless, we’re pushing the envelope for time,’ Oswin said. 

‘How much time?’ Kirk asked.

‘Two weeks.’

Kirk almost laughed, but managed to catch himself beforehand, clearing his throat with an unnecessary cough. Kirk couldn’t imagine being the kind of author who had so much sway that a publisher would invest in an unfinished project. That was the dream, of course. But he struggled to picture himself in the position of being able to write whatever he wanted knowing without question it would sell. It was so far from his own experience. But Dodd was the biggest name in the horror genre. He probably had all sorts of special dispensations in his contracts. Kirk imagined a publisher would do just about anything to have Dodd’s novels in their catalogue.

‘Two weeks to finish drafting the manuscript? How much of the manuscript did he finish?’ Kirk asked.

‘About three-quarters,’ Oswin answered.

‘Did he turn in an outline? A synopsis?’

‘There’s an outline,’ Cleveland said. ‘It’s currently in his agent’s possession. We haven’t seen it—’

A strange look passed between Cleveland and Oswin.

‘—but we’ve been assured that it details exactly how the book is supposed to end. It’s just a matter of finding someone to write it before we go to print. Which is fast approaching.’

‘Can’t you just delay the publication date?’

‘No.’ Cleveland’s voice raised a notch in pitch. Not quite a yell, but on the level of a firm scolding. He took a second to compose himself. ‘Dodd was very particular about the publication dates of his books. If we don’t publish on the date agreed upon in his contract, then Trace Publishing loses the rights to all of his previous books in perpetuity.’

‘That means his estate will be free to sell his back catalogue to another publisher,’ Oswin added.

‘I understand that, but isn’t this considered extraordinary circumstances? I mean, he didn’t finish the manuscript. Technically he didn’t meet the requirements of the contract himself.’

‘Dodd’s contracts don’t work like those of other authors,’ Oswin said.

‘The point of the matter is this …’ Cleveland reached into the desk drawer and removed an envelope. He dropped it on the desk and opened it up, revealing a contract with Kirk’s name already on it. ‘We need an author to finish writing Eaters of the Parallax by the end of the month. And you were Dodd’s first choice.’






Chapter 3

Kirk felt the same way he did in seventh grade when Tommy Zuckerman pushed him off the bleachers and he hit the gym floor flat on his back, knocking the wind right out of him. He stared at Cleveland in disbelief. If Kirk hadn’t already been sitting, he was certain his legs would have buckled beneath him. Clearly, he’d misheard him.

‘I’m sorry. What did you say?’

Cleveland leaned back in his chair. ‘There was a clause in Dodd’s last contract stating in the event that he passed before his manuscript was completed, you should be the first author we ask to finish it.’

Oswin fidgeted, but didn’t say anything.

‘Me?’ Kirk was at a loss for words.

‘You are familiar with Whistler Dodd’s work, are you not?’

This time Kirk did laugh. ‘Familiar with his work? I’ve read everything he’s ever written. Even the stuff he did for those pulp horror magazines in the late Seventies. I’ve had his new book preordered for months.’

‘Perfect,’ Cleveland said, dropping a pen on the contract. ‘Then you know the lore. You won’t need to do much to get yourself acquainted with the mythology.’

Kirk leaned forward and pulled the contract closer. ‘What’s the catch?’

‘There’s no catch.’

Oswin cleared her throat. ‘There are a few caveats.’

Kirk picked up the pen. ‘Caveats?’

‘More like stipulations,’ Cleveland corrected. ‘Conditions that need to be agreed upon by the author taking the job.’

‘What are these stipulations?’

Oswin opened up the contract to the third page. Printed in the dead centre of the page were three numbered points:


	The author must follow Whistler Dodd’s original outline to the letter. 

	The author will remain sequestered in Dodd’s house, isolated from contact with anyone outside of Dodd’s editor, until the manuscript is complete. 

	If Dodd turns up, don’t let him finish the novel.



Kirk reread the three conditions four times before he responded, just to make sure he wasn’t reading it incorrectly.

‘Is this a gag? Am I being put on?’

‘I promise you, Mr Quade, we are entirely serious.’

Kirk turned around in his chair, half expecting a camera crew to be standing behind him and the stars of one of those reality prank shows to jump out from behind a cabinet. But no one jumped out. And when he turned back to face Oswin and Cleveland, their expressions were harder than stone.

His gut told him this was a trap. Something wasn’t right. And his good sense, which was heavily clouded by his lifelong enthusiasm for this particular moment, told him that he should give his agent a call. But then he remembered that Winnie had already seen the contract. If she’d had any concerns, she would have told him. Just to be certain, he slipped his phone out of his pocket to see if he had any new messages from her. Nothing.

‘You do realise it says that if Whistler Dodd shows up not to let him finish the manuscript.’ Kirk grinned uncomfortably. This had to be a joke. ‘How can he show up if he’s dead?’

Cleveland shrugged. ‘If the contract is too challenging for you …’

‘I didn’t say it was too challenging. It’s not too challenging. It’s just—’

Absurd.

The entire thing was absurd. But what did he expect? Whistler Dodd was known for being strange. Aside from being a recluse, he was rumoured to have imported bizarre artefacts from around the world directly to his home and had a Lovecraftian-inspired torture chamber in his basement. Some conspiracy theorists even claimed that people who visited Dodd’s house were never seen again. Of course, that rumour had been squashed years ago when a pair of his readers, desperate for an early copy of his book Echoes from the Parallax, broke into his house and were subsequently arrested. Kirk remembered watching it on the news in both disgust and awe. He could only imagine being so famous that people wanted to break into his house just to catch a glimpse of him. And then there were the readers. Not the average readers who picked up any old novel at the bookstore. The Whistler Dodd super fans. The self-proclaimed Parallaxers. People who believed that the terrifying horrors and cosmic otherworld in his novels were real.

People like the man on the infamous final episode of the Ace Chilton show, the greatest mystery in the legend that was Whistler Dodd.

Naturally there would be an eerie clause in the contract. They were talking about the single greatest contributor to the horror genre. A man whose stories crept into the minds of his readers and lingered for years after. Why wouldn’t the publisher add more sustenance to Dodd’s mythos? It was just another spooky marketing ploy. They probably sold a million books every time some weirdo on the internet fed a rumour into the Whistler Dodd machine. Because nourishing the fictitious narrative of a real man filled their own wallets.

Whistler Dodd was a legend. And publishers made bank off legends.

Of course, that didn’t answer Kirk’s other lingering questions. How did Whistler Dodd know who he was? And why did he choose him to finish his novel?

Kirk flipped through the pages of the contract.

‘Fifty-thousand dollars,’ Cleveland said.

Kirk raised a brow.

‘You’re looking for the advance, I presume. Fifty-thousand dollars. Half upfront and half upon delivery of the manuscript. Flat rate, of course. No royalties.’

‘Fifty-thousand? For a Whistler Dodd novel?’ Granted it was more money than Kirk had ever been offered for one of his novels. And this wasn’t even a full novel. Hell, it wasn’t even half of one. He was giddy on the inside, fingers itching to press that pen to the paper and sign everything away. But this was a business and he didn’t want to appear desperate. Even if he was. ‘Isn’t that a little low?’

‘You’re not Whistler Dodd,’ Oswin replied.

Touché.

‘And a contract for a two-book deal with Trace Publishing,’ Cleveland added. ‘First novel due at the end of the year. But that shouldn’t be a problem. I’m told you already have one in our submissions queue.’

Kirk frowned. ‘You guys rejected it a month ago.’

‘Clearly we must have misfiled it. Heaven knows what happens to half the slush pile. We’ll take another look at it. Won’t we, Oswin?’

Oswin nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘What about byline? Will my name be on the cover?’ It was a question Kirk had to ask, although he was fairly certain he knew how they would answer.

‘You understand that Whistler Dodd is a brand as much as he is—’ Cleveland cleared his throat with a cough. ‘—was an author. And since the estate is choosing to keep all of this quiet until after the book’s release, it will just be Dodd’s name on the cover.’

Again, Oswin was quick to jump in. ‘But your name will be on the copyright page with all the usual legal disclaimers.’

That was a small relief. At least there would be some evidence of Kirk’s contribution. And no one said anything about him not being able to use the book as press for himself once the truth came out about Dodd’s death. He could use that to his benefit when his novels released. Still, a pit of unease began to grow in Kirk’s belly. Something about this didn’t feel quite right. It made his mouth dry and left a sour, acidic taste at the back of his throat.

‘Why me?’

Neither Cleveland nor Oswin replied.

‘I mean … Why not King, Wendig, Hill, Malerman, or literally anyone else with a reputation? Why me?’

Cleveland and Oswin shared a look, both similarly stern and indecipherable. If Kirk didn’t know better he’d think they were speaking telepathically. It was clear that there was something they weren’t saying, but maybe they were just trying to uphold the spookiness of the situation.

It was Oswin who finally spoke up, her voice softer than before. ‘Because Dodd picked you.’

Kirk searched her face for any sign that all of this was a ruse. He knew it was a risky question to ask. If they thought he doubted his ability to complete this task, they might change their minds. And he did doubt himself. He doubted himself all the time. Even when he knew he could do it. Even when he was positive he was the right choice. He’d just been waiting for the opportunity to prove himself. And this was that opportunity.

He flipped to the back of the contract, the pen slick from nervous sweat in his palm.

‘Your agent has already signed off on it, if that’s your concern,’ Cleveland said. ‘We received confirmation from her last night.’

That wasn’t Kirk’s concern. He would have signed this contract with or without Winnie’s blessing. Because they were right. It truly was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. And he knew that if he didn’t jump on it, he’d regret it for the rest
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They survived once. Can he save them this time?

When Detective Kjeld Nygaard is called to the discovery of a body in the burnt-out shell of a house, his heart sinks. He never wanted to see this house again. The house of a notorious serial killer. The house where he rescued Louisa Karlsson from being murdered.


But when they discover the body is in fact Louisa, the mystery deepens. It can’t be the old serial killer. He’s dead.


Then another body is found, again killed in the exact place where Kjeld saved them from another murderer. Another survivor dead.


With the clock ticking Kjeld and his partner Detective Esme Jansson are desperate to stop any more survivors from being murdered. But every clue they find leads to a dead end. Why is the killer picking off people Kjeld rescued? Could it be connected to another of his previous cases?


When Kjeld’s daughter is kidnapped – it’s a race against time to save her life. Can Kjeld stop the killer without paying the ultimate price or will he be the last one alive?
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Teenage girls can do some pretty awful things …


Lexie and Amber used to share everything, especially their dream of getting out of their small-town home. Born only ten months apart, they once thought they couldn’t be closer.


They were wrong.


Fifteen years ago, Amber was brutally murdered in the woods, and Lexie’s high-school boyfriend was sentenced to death for her killing. Lexie is still stuck in the town she dreamed she’d leave, and everyone thinks she knew more about the night of the killing than she told.


Problem is, they’re right.


Now the execution is just days away, and the town has breathed a sigh of relief. But old secrets are finally being uncovered, and it’s clear not everyone wants the truth to be told.


And time is running out …
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Six years ago, Tweety came home from work to find her husband Dodge had left, taking their child with him. Utterly broken, Tweety vows that she will do anything to get her baby back.


After years following a trail of breadcrumbs, finally: a lead. Someone looking just like Dodge stays at the same run-down motel for the motorcycle rally every year without fail. This time things will be different. This time his ex-wife is a few steps ahead of him.


Tweety takes a job at the front desk. Between the unmentionables she finds in the rooms and the incessant catcalling, it’s the worst job in the world. When Dodge arrives, he acts just like himself: arrogant and obnoxious, but pretends he doesn’t know her.


There’s a booster seat in the back of his car. No sign of a child. But Tweety doesn’t care.

She has a goal and she’ll stop at nothing to get her son back. Catch Dodge. Make him pay for what he did to her. Live happily ever after.
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You can hide, but you can’t run.


Zora was only sixteen when she lost everyone. The commune she called home and the people she called family gone in the blink of an eye. She’s spent twenty years trying to block it out, to reinvent herself and forget the other five survivors.


But then the letters start arriving.


Someone remembers and they won’t let her forget what’s coming. After all this time, her previous life is catching up to her. Drawn back to the commune, Zora must face her past and the other survivors – the only people who truly understand what she’s been through.


But will the ghosts of their shared past threaten her future?
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BUDDING WRITER?

We're also looking for authors to join the HQ Digital family! Find out more here:
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